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Preface 

THIS IS THE STORY of labor and politics in the United States 
in the Presidential Election of 1928. It is a picture of trade union 
leaders and political figures working in alternative patterns to 
change and (as each thought) to improve the nation. One intent 
of the book is to display in sequence the colors of the ideological 
spectrum of that day and time. Here may be seen Herbert C. 
Hoover and the Republicans, Alfred E. Smith and the Democrats, 
Norman M. Thomas and the Socialists, and William G. Foster and 
the Communists, all engaged in framing appeals designed to woo 
laboring men, labor organizations and leaders, or abstract groups 
like "workers with hand and brain” or "the proletariat.” Here also 
are orthodox trade union leaders like William Green of the 
American Federation of Labor, Daniel Tobin of the Teamsters, 
and the leaders of many well-known unions during a time of 
prosperity, seeking to be influential in helping to decide the final 
score in the great game of politics. 

It was a noteworthy year, 1928—midway between two world 
wars, yet prosperous, confident, and forward-looking. It was a time 
when reactionaries and radicals minced no words in expressing 
what was on their minds. For this and other reasons, the nature 
of the Socialist and Communist programs for redesigning the 
American economy and body politic stand revealed in their true 
light—free of the oddities of linguistics and the alterations in out¬ 
ward conduct that were to come to each group in later decades. 
Thomas and Foster, both dynamic leaders, were destined to retain 
throughout their lives their prominence among adherents to their 
respective ideologies. In Hoover and Smith the two major parties 
had high-minded and articulate leaders of noteworthy previous ex¬ 
perience who were capable of much consistency in appeal. 

Certain issues placed before the public in 1928 by single-minded 
persons were not normally part of American presidential politics. 
These hotly controverted matters—religion and prohibition, each 
highly personal—had the effect of burying for contemporaries and 
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posterity a good deal of what otherwise would have been included 
in headlines—and later become part of comprehensive historical 
narratives in school textbooks. The sources for this account are 
unpublished letters and papers, typed minutes of closed meetings, 
interviews, magazines and pamphlets of limited circulation, and 
daily newspapers. The solid books and articles from the hands of 
historians, political scientists, and labor economists listed in the 
Bibliography were of the utmost value, especially in permitting 
concentration on the main task. 

The nature of American labor and politics in 1928, far from 
being of antiquarian interest, will have meaning for decades to 
come, because the issues revealed on that political and economic 
battleground are enduring in our nation. What kind of party system 
should we have in the United States? What gradation in a capitalist 
economic system should we seek—or oppose? Should we consider 
patterns of economic and social control urged by radicals of several 
hues? These were basic questions for leaders in 1928; today, despite 
the years of New Deal, war, uneasy peace, and the technological 
changes that have followed, they still remain fundamental. 

Since the United States is now worrying through her most critical 
decade since the 1860s, the present story might be thought to have 
only a limited service to render. But most observers will agree that 
the long American record of orderly self-government accomplished 
routinely by choosing leaders from nominees of multi-interest poli¬ 
tical party organizations is almost unique in a world where unrest, 
chaos, and dictatorship have been all too frequent. Our functioning 
party system, and the restrained conduct of leaders of large eco¬ 
nomic groups in our democratic republic, ought to have poignant 
meaning for many less fortunate peoples overseas. They certainly 
have meaning tor the people of our own nation, who for the past 
hundred years have entirely accepted the idea that election results 
are final—until the next constitutionally scheduled election. It was 
in the hope of furthering, in some small way, the efforts of men 
and women to govern themselves through freedom of electoral 
choice that I wrote this book. 

Vaughn Davis Bornet 

Ashland, Oregon 

April . 1964 
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Chapter 1 


Unions in a 
Prosperous America 


MOST AMERICANS FELT a certain sense of security in the 
year 1928 as they reflected on their past progress, surveyed their 
present situation, and looked ahead to a clearly predictable future. 
Most citizens viewed with satisfaction their traditionally democratic 
way of life. The economic benefits that had come through several 
centuries of national expansion across a new continent of vast 
resources had encouraged general faith in the merits of an almost 
unfettered capitalist system. Leaders in political life tended to as¬ 
sume that the nation (and most of the planet) would be governed 
increasingly in accordance with the obviously benevolent experi¬ 
ence which mankind had gained through countless years of upward 
movement in Western civilization. Thus there was widespread be¬ 
lief that whatever festering problems of social and economic de¬ 
mocracy remained in the nation could eventually be solved by 
orderly means in progressive stages. The passage of a reasonable 
period of time would do wonders, even for knotty problems of 
old. Would not the deserving of the land at length be satisfied and 
happy? Critics of such concepts as these lacked appeal for the 
masses of Americans, for whatever the fog in the crystal ball, this 
was the pervading spirit of the day. 


1 
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I 

Many thoughtful persons assumed in 1928 that the practical 
application of scientific discoveries by American industrial genius, 
reinforced by the sheer magic of mass production in American 
industry, would surely make poverty an evil of the past. While 
some critics called this mode of thinking crass materialism, 1 others 
—like the distinguished author of the best-selling volume know¬ 
ingly entitled The Rise of American Civilization —preferred to call 
it humanitarianism." And Charles A. Beard also contended in an 
essay in Recent Gains in American Civilization that there had 
been genuine improvement in the national welfare in his own day. 
There had been the general reduction in governmental corruption, 
improved labor legislation in the states, far more efficient munici¬ 
pal government, and the uneventful daily functioning of a multi¬ 
tude of obscure government bureaus. Had not such progress been 
realized, significantly, by “the processes of democracy”? 3 An ori¬ 
ental philosopher highly respected in the Western World, Hu Shih, 
even found in such concentration on material things true spirit¬ 
uality, saying: 

. . . That civilization which makes the fullest possible use of 
human ingenuity and intelligence in search of truth in order to 
control nature and transform matter for the service of mankind, 
to liberate the human spirit from ignorance, superstition, and 
slavery to the forces of nature, and to reform social and political 
institutions for the benefit of the greatest number—such a civili¬ 
zation is highly idealistic and spiritual. 

A “materialistic” civilization, he said, was one limited by matter 
and incapable of transcending it. 4 W’hat if the Socialist Party can¬ 
didate for governor of Ohio called the national musical instrument 
of America “the cash register”? 5 In retrospect, Norman Thomas 
would say, thoughtfully, “. . . we had what seemed like dazzling 

1 See Paul Arthur Schilpp, “Is Western Civilization Worth Saving?" World To¬ 
morrow. XI (September, 1928), pp. 369-371. 

Charles A. Beard in his introduction to a volume he edited, Whither Mankind? 
(New York. 1928). 

5 In Kirby Huge, ed. (New York, 1928), pp. 3-24. 

4 Hu Shih, "Civilizations of East and West,” in Whither Mankind? pp. 40-41 

6 Joseph W. Sharis. April 13,1928. 
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prosperity in the twenties . . .,” and a keen observer looking 
back from 1932 judged, “The period from 1922 to 1929 consti¬ 
tutes a clearly defined epoch, bounded on both sides by severe 
depressions. ...” 7 

It was by no means known in 1928, of course, that the future 
held depression, rampant fascism, a major war, and thermonuclear 
threats—or worse. Yet a few close observers did not miss the 
menace to self-government posed by the warning of Benito Mus¬ 
solini to the Italian Senate: “To give power to the masses and 
abandon them to themselves—which amounts to giving them over 
to groups, parties and demagogues—signifies practically the ruin 
of the State and anarchy.” * Adolph Hitler was then unknown to 
all but his intimate associates. The Soviet Union seemed torn 
within by Trotskyite dissention. Rumors of a retreat in that coun¬ 
try from the early communist objectives of the Bolshevik Revolu¬ 
tion, plus her observable inability to force her ideologies on other 
nations by strength of arms, tended to reduce earlier world interest 
in the Russian "experiment.” While civil liberties were being in¬ 
fringed in the U.S.S.R., and private economic enterprise—except 
in agriculture—had almost been eliminated, it did not seem at that 
time a matter for general concern, except among those residing 
under the Red Flag of Communism.'-’ Said a top government of¬ 
ficial, “the mass of the peasantry, as yet, does not at all embrace 
our . . . plans for developing the economy and socialist construc¬ 
tion, and is not inspired by them.” 10 

An effort of the Red Chinese to capture power on the Asiatic 
mainland in the name of Communism had failed in the middle of 
the twenties, and it was in 1928 that Hirohito, 124th of the im- 


"Thomas to Oral History Project, Columbia University, Spring, 1949 (a typed 
transcript), p. 72. 

7 Charles Merz, reviewing Frederick C. Mills, Economic Tendencies in the United 
States (New York, 1932), in New York Tones, January 8, 1933. 

a New York Times , November 9, 1928. 

w Roger Baldwin of the American Civil Liberties Union gave the Soviet govern¬ 
ment the benefit of nearly every doubt in his book, Liberty Under the Soviets (New 
York, Vanguard Press, 1928), but in January, 1930, he inserted a new “author’s 
note” which warned that the book should be modified by the reader “in order to 
shift more emphasis upon the machinery and policies of repression, less upon the 
liberties.” (Page xv.) On the Soviet economy, see Oleg Hoeirding, Soviet National 
Income and Product in 1928 (New York, 1954), a RAND Corporation study. 

10 Quoted in ibid., 89 n. 
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perial Japanese line, began his day of enthronement by kneeling 
before the shrine of the Sun Goddess and invoking her aid in 
guaranteeing perpetual prosperity and happiness. If Great Britain 
faced a period of steadily worsening economic stress, few persons 
recognized all of its larger causes or future consequences; still, the 
rise of its Labour Party entranced many of the class-conscious 
overseas. The World War seemed to be an aberration of the past, 
for had not the Kellogg Peace Pact promised a future in which war 
would be forever outlawed? 

If some financiers and businessmen had been engaging in sharp 
practices in those years, the facts gained few headlines. If certain 
bankers (behind the scenes) had carried their trust too lightly in 
the blind belief that evil days would come no more, neither they 
nor their depositors seemed aware of the disaster latent in such 
myopia. If a hierarchy of interlocking directorates and a maze of 
sometimes mythical holding companies had muddled the nation’s 
financial waters, the handful of uncertain protesters were virtually 
unheard. There was little demand for strong governmental regula¬ 
tion of Wall Street—or of anything else. If the farmers of the 
nation protested that they were not sharing fully in national pros¬ 
perity, urban citizens were unable to get unduly alarmed over the 
alleged plight of those who had cried “wolf” too often. 

One day late in 1929 it would become evident to those who 
played the stock market that the economic dislocation which had 
been a lasting by-product of World War I had not yet done its 
worst. Soon it would gather the strength of a hurricane and sweep 
the financial structures of many nations before it. World trade 
was quietly out of balance in 1928. automobile sales were down, 
anJ gold was draining away, but it would have been next to im¬ 
possible at the time to convince the manufacturers of America, or 
the bulk of the public, that stark disaster lay ahead. 

The American press lavished its attention in the spring of 1928 
on intrepid aviators who attempted long and exhausting flights. 
The timid and vicariously adventurous of the world rejoiced to 
sec this evidence that space and time were taking a long overdue 
beating. The success of A1 Jolson in the first “talking picture,” 
I he Jazz Singer, in 1927 had heralded the birth of a new medium 
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of entertainment. Said westerner Ray Lyman Wilbur of the 21 
national parks at the time, “No other people ever had or ever will 
have such a wealth of sylvan retreats or natural wonders.” Visitors 
to the parks in the fifteen years before 1928 had climbed from 
250,000 to 3,000,000. There were organized movements to pre¬ 
vent “billboard blight” on highways, to improve state capitols, to 
plan zoological gardens and city recreational areas, and to or¬ 
ganize from scratch some better communities. Indeed, it was in 
1928 that the American Civic Association, then twenty-four years 
old, was incorporated, and a Better Homes Movement grew from 
760 participating communities in 1924 to 5,648 five years later. 11 

Americans tended to be self-satisfied when they were told, re¬ 
peatedly, that more children were attending college than ever 
before. Over 350 cities were being serviced by air mail, and in the 
large cities the constant construction of skyscrapers was worth no 
more than passing comment. 

Whatever faults of earlier years America retained in the late 
1920s, it held its appeal to the ambitious of many nations. Nearly 
a third of a million persons entered as immigrants in 1928, half 
of them from Europe. While the immigrant torrent of earlier years 
had been legislated into an orderly stream (so that the six 12- 
month periods which had each brought more than a million immi¬ 
grants lay over a decade behind), the bright hope of emigrating 
to the promised land remained embedded in foreign hearts. More 
persons were naturalized in 1928 than in any previous year, a 
figure not to be surpassed in the 1930s. 1 - 

Thc year 1928 seemed to men and women alike to be a peak 
year in the Jazz Age: the age of the golden glow. Americans in 
positions of leadership usually tolerated, ignored, or laughed at 
voices raised in pointed criticism. “The golden age men have 
dreamed of was almost realized,” said Winston Churchill to an 

11 American Civic Annual. (Washington D. C., 1929), pp. 5-6, 40. 

12 U. S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States (Washing¬ 
ton, D. C., 1949), tables on pp. 33 and 37-38. The preparation of this key tabular 
grouping has made historical analyses far more easily accomplished. By gathering 
in one place many of the best tables from government and private publications, it 
scored a major breakthrough for the researcher. All the many subsequent references 
to it are to tabular pages. 
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American editor a few years later, “but somehow it slipped through 
your hands.” 13 



The American businessman and manufacturer came close to 
being, in 1928, heroes of an admiring world. A scholarly observer 
has written, “In that year the prestige of businessmen was higher 
than that of any other class. . . 14 Even Sidney and Beatrice 

Webb departed long enough from their efforts to convert Great 
Britain into a socialist state to concede key premises that most 
leaders in the United States insisted were true. The Webbs said 
that modern Americans were descended from early settlers who 
had been “specially selected for energy, adventurousness, and rela¬ 
tive emancipation from the old ruts of custom and convention.” 
The later immigrants to America were conceded to be “distinctly 
superior in mental and physical strength to those who were left 
behind," while Americans—blessed with the possession of a vast 
continent—had developed a profusion of riches that staggered 
one's imagination. Wrote the humanitarian but decidedly collecti¬ 
vist-minded Webbs, 


Ami both the existence of so extensive a population and the pro¬ 
duction of so great an aggregate of wealth, have been made 
possible by the ability of the American inventors and the Ameri¬ 
can employers, who have shown themselves not only equal to 
their continually expanding opportunities, but also (in assiduity, 
courage, and enterprise, and in open-minded readiness to apply 
new ideas and new processes) possessed of a peculiar genius for 
industrial development that has left the Old World amazed and 
admiring. 13 

Such hearty praise of the American businessman would go out of 
>ion shortly with the end of the prosperous times which had 

made such evaluations seem singularly inevitable. 


Writes William L. Chenerv. longtime editor of Colliers, “The depression of the 
early Thirties was on and that gave him [Churchill] his text. He talked about the 
magnificent prosperity of the Twenties and the widespread distribution of the good 
things in hfe to nearly all classes of Americans.” Then Chenery quoted him verba- 
tim. So It Seemed (New ^ ork, 1952), p. 212. 

• Ralph D. Casey. "Party Campaign Propaganda" Annals, 179, May, 1935. 104. 

Sidney and Beatrice Webb, "Labor." in Whither Mankind?, pp. 127-128. 
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That 1928 was prosperous when compared with many past years 
(and particularly with 1922) seemed undeniable to most con¬ 
temporaries; yet the sunny day had clouds. It was assumed that 
increased production and improved distribution would, in time, 
eliminate most poverty, clean out the worst slums, and paint the 
shacks of worthy tenant farmers. Yet it was all too evident that 
there were still some without work and others poorly paid. There 
was enough poverty in the land, especially in cities and migrant 
labor camps, to shock reformers. Some Americans still worked 
long hours under unhealthful conditions. The humanitarian, the 
sensitive, and the observant of many generations in America had 
not forgotten the existence of these unfortunates. 

But on the top of the heap there were some unthinking enough 
to assert that there was no suffering anywhere in the land. Overly 
self-righteous Henry Ford was quoted as saying that breadlines 
did not exist in the United States. He also erred when he tossed 
off the remark that if there was any unemployment it was because 
the unemployed did not want to work. 10 Yet for photographs of 
a breadline, contemporaries could glance at the popular Literary 
Digest for April 7, 1928, to see a long line of the “unemploy¬ 
able” 17 in New York City. And gifts of $67 million to community 
chests in 1928 showed the awareness in many American hearts 
that there was still human misery. 

While there were serious blots on the total economic picture, 
particularly in the form of grossly overextended credit, most agreed 
in essence with the spirit of the observation that “nearly every¬ 
where throughout the United States business and industry are 
prosperous,” despite “readjustments.” The fact was thought by 
the Christian Science Monitor “too completely established to re¬ 
quire proof.” 10 People looked forward to the better days which 
were assumed to be ahead. They also reflected that there had been 
noticeable improvement in the material well-being of Americans 
over a span of years. Secretary of Labor James J. Davis found that 

"’Henry Ford to newspapermen in England. New York Times, April 7. 1928. 

” How these persons felt was brought out vividly by John B. Seymour through 
using quotations from writings of the once down-and-out. "The Unemployable" 
(Unpublished Master's thesis. Dept, of Economics, Stanford University, 1922). 

“ Editorial, Christian Science Monitor, May 14, 1928. 
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science had shortened the work day, lightened the burdens of the 
laboring man by giving him steam and electric power to replace 
his muscles, and freed him to enjoy life in a way unknown even 
to the kings of old. “Today nearly every laboring man in the 
United States has time to think, and he owes this mostly to sci¬ 
ence,” he concluded. 19 



In the perspective of decades one would like to say something 
definitive on the true nature of prosperity in 1928. Hotly contested 
as a political issue by contemporaries, the ingredients of that pros¬ 
perity do not reduce readily to accurate slogans. Still, in perspec¬ 
tive, one can say with assurance that 1928 was more prosperous 
than the earlier 1920s and the subsequent 1930s. Of course, it 
was less prosperous than the air-conditioned and TV’d years after 
World War II. The general supremacy of 1928 compared with 
immediately preceding and following years is unassailable, how¬ 
ever. It deserves to be better known. 

That hours of work had decreased and the size of weekly pay 
checks had gone up was clear to contemporaries who could recall 
the turn of the century.-" (The coal miners, workers in a sick in¬ 
dustry, were a glaring exception. -') Southern wages lagged behind, 
and the income of farm workers was still below' the highs of World 
War I. Textile and shoe workers also trailed.-- Production work¬ 
ers in manufacturing earned an average of 56 cents an hour com¬ 
pared with 19 cents in 1909 and $1.02 in war-inflated 1945. 
Weekly earnings in 1928 were $24.97 (1909, $9.84; 1945, 
$44.39 While the value of the dollar did peculiar things in 
this span of years, there is little serious questioning of the concept 
that real wages increased greatly, so that one’s income bought 
more and more goods, in the first quarter of the twentieth cen- 


Address at Battle Creek. Michigan on "Science and the Worker." Read for him 
in his absence. New York Times. January 7, 1928. 

-Sec various tables in Hi\iorinil Simmies, pp. 67-71. 

J1 Ibid., p. 68. {(noting the pioneering work of Paul Douglas on real wages. 

22 Ibid., p. 70. 

Ibid., p. 67, relying on Bureau of Labor Statistics. Handbook of Labor Statistics. 


n 



0 UNIONS IN A PROSPEROUS AMERICA 


9 


tury.- 4 Hours of work per week dropped, meanwhile, from the 
51-hour average of Taft and 45.6 of Harding to 44.4 in 1928. 25 

With the reality of greater purchasing power and decreasing 
hours of work, American workmen on the average had statistical 
grounds for optimism. On the other hand, the highest tenth of 
people receiving income got over a third of over-all earnings, while 
the lowest tenth got a mere 1.8 per cent. Here was maldistribution 
to be sure, although it had long been the nature of humankind 
that neither heredity factors, early environment, nor the will to 
succeed were distributed equally anywhere on the planet. The 
upper half of American wage earners got 77 per cent; the lower 
half 22 per cent.- 0 Moreover, maldistribution of wealth was geo¬ 
graphic by sections as well as structured vertically by classes. Per 
capita wealth was far higher in the predominantly urban Middle 
Atlantic States, for example, than in the rural South, the dollar 
figures for even Texas being far below those of California or Ore¬ 
gon. There was variable awareness of this irregularity in the 
prosperity pattern. 

Neither income nor wealth, impressive though they were in bare 
statistics when compared with lands overseas, sufficed to soothe 
the sensitivities of some who toiled at the time. An official of the 
National Women’s Trade Union League reported in graphic terms 
on the holes she found in tenement prosperity: 

I wonder whether the time has not come for us to consider that 
our demands upon industry ought to be for a certain guaranteed 
number of weeks of employment. 1 do not see how we can go 
on in this disastrous way, never knowing what the next week 

544 National Industrial Conference Board Chart Service, No. 225, March, 1930; 
No. 227, April 1930, etc. “On the average, the workers of Europe can with their 
weekly wages purchase only 35 per cent of the comfort in food and housing accom¬ 
modations which is at the command of workers in the United Stales/' N.I.C.B., 
Economic Explanation, Chart 206, May, 1929, from l.L.O. figures. Sec also N.l.C.B. 
Bulletin, January 15, 1928, which stales that the real wages of factory workers 
in 1927 were about 33 per cent above the prewar level. 

5-6 Historical Statistics , p. 67. 

Ibid., p. 15, following 1929 approximations put together by the N. 1. C. B. After 
nearly five years of the New Deal (1937), there had been but an insigmiicani 
shift to 78.4 and 21.2. The bottom tenth got 3.4 per cent in 1910, but only 1.0 in 1937. 
The lop tenth, 33.6 per cent in 1934, had 34.4 in 1937. Ibid. 

** National Industrial Conference Board Chart Service, No. 224, February, 1930. 
The writer greatly appreciated the courtesies extended by the N.l.C.B., which 
opened many files for my study in 1952. 
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will bring. ... I think the time has come when we must de¬ 
mand that of industry, as a definite responsibility, and that is to 
guarantee to the people in that industry some security, some 
economic security, which there is not today. 

. . . You may have a leisure wage or a cultural wage this week 
and next week apply to the charity organization to pay your 
rent. That is a very unhealthy condition. It is terrible to live on 
the brink of something all the time, in a condition where you 
don't know whether you can continue your child at school or 
whether you can buy him the clothes he needs or any of the 
other necessities that mean life today.- 8 

Even so, the nation as a whole was fantastically rich in 1928 in 
terms of the passage of centuries and the comparative wealth of 
continents. Americans filed only 111,232 income tax returns in 
1928, gross taxable income totaling $8,635,588,000. While all 
income came to $78.7 billion,- 1 ' there is little question that ex¬ 
emption from paying income taxes brought no comfort to those 
who suffered in urban sweatshops, or who counted and recounted 
annual cash incomes of only a few hundred dollars on bleak farms 
in remote, kerosene-lighted communities. 



Old men in the labor movement nevertheless brought long mem 
ories to bear on the nature of present prosperity and rejoiced. The 
president of the Bricklayers, Masons, and Plasterers Union in a 


farewell speech to his union vividly recalled that in the early days 
of the union “men worked, ate and slept, virtually slaves to their 
hard and poorly paid tasks.” The eight-hour day had arrived, and 
a five-day week was on the way. “We have come forward by 
leaps, he judged. “The speed of the last half century has been 
phenomenal. He could hardly begin to describe what had hap¬ 
pened in his lifetime. 


-Rose Schneider man to the convention of the N.W.T.U.L., Washington D C 
May 8. 1929. Typed Proceedings. 1929, p. 173. N.W.T.U.L. Papers, Library of 
Congress. 

U. S. Treasury reports, used by Leonard J. Calhoun, How Much Social Security 
Can We Afford? (New York, 19501. p. 30. 
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Who among us went home to a piano or a phonograph at that 
time [1910]? These may indeed be called material things, but 
they are some of the material evidences of a growing betterment 
of life that goes far beyond the material. They are the material 
evidences of a growing freedom, a growing culture among men 
and women, a growing ability to possess the beautiful, the en¬ 
riching, the ennobling, and above all a growing ability to order 
our own lives in the way that we believe best. Who among us 
but has not a better home today than then, and who among us 
but looks forward to a rising generation that shall enjoy far 
more than we enjoy or dream of enjoying? 

He anticipated more prosperity and expected wages to continue 
spiraling ever higher. *" The President of the Minnesota Federation 
of Labor predicted “a new dawning as far as relationships between 
employer and employee is concerned. There seems to be a reali¬ 
zation on the part of the captains of industry that some of the 
things that organized labor has advocated have been just.” 31 

American business called itself “prosperous” even though the 
statistics on which it relied when passing judgment were fragmen¬ 
tary by modern standards.'*- Many in responsible positions knew 
the textile and bituminous coal industries to be sick, however, 33 
so that bitter assertions to this effect were not a surprise. 34 

The Democratic candidate for governor of New York in 1928, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, chose his words with discrimination when 
evaluating prosperity. "I hope,” he said, “that if the Democratic 
Party comes to power in Washington we will be able to have a 
better rounded-out prosperity—that we will have it all over the 
United States instead of just in spots.” As Charles A. Beard put 
it at the time, “One industry may be very prosperous while others 


President William J. Bowen on his retirement from office. Bricklayers, Masons 
and Plasterers Proceedings, 1928, 8-9. 

" E. George Hall, August 21, 1928, quoted in a clipping in George Hall Papers, 
Box 5, Minnesota Historical Society. 

33 The N.J.C.B. admitted that “the statistical picture of business conditions, 
despite the enormous growth of business information, is still fragmentary and sug¬ 
gestive, rather than complete and definitive.*’ A LI.CM. bulletin, January 15, 1928, 1. 

“Sec James J. Davis’ admission in Trade Union News (Philadelphia), October 
7. 1926. 


14 Sec J. B. Dale, A. F. of L. general organizer, “Let Us be True to Ourselves,” 
Labor Clarion (San Francisco), September 2, 1927, pp. 8-9. 

“ Address at Susquehanna, Pcnna., October 17, 1928. In Drafts and Reading 
Copies File. Speeches of F. D. R.. 1921-1929. Roosevelt Papers. Hyde Park, N Y. 
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are in a state of depression. Miners may be starving while railway 
conductors and engineers are living well and making large deposits 
in their union banks.’’ 8 ' 1 Common labor is grossly underpaid, la¬ 
mented a union editor. 87 

Still, there was a vast flow of goods to consumers in those 
years, 8 * and the value of the nation’s assets climbed like the hero 
Lindbergh, high in the blue. Not for a decade after the stock market 
crash of 1929 would the total national wealth again reach the 
figure of $340.6 billions. 81 ' Valuation of the nation's telephone sys¬ 
tems, railroads, pipelines, water works, electric light and power 
stations, and motor vehicles climbed ever higher in the 1920s. 4 " 
Stocks of goods in the hands of merchants increased annually. 
Property values also rose, and there was much new construction. 
(Thus the value of the land and buildings on Manhattan Island 
soared from $3Vi billion at the turn of the century to over $12*/2 
billion in 1928. 4 ’) 

Many informed contemporaries admitted that the nation’s farm¬ 
ers had not shared in the prosperity of the Coolidge years. Yet, 
even here, the mosaic was many-hued. The prices of cotton, po¬ 
tatoes. and many fruits declined in the late 1920s, 4 - and the num¬ 
ber of cattle was the lowest since 1913. 48 The value of farm horses 
was down. While cows gave far more milk than ever before in 
history, the beginning of mechanized farming caused economic 
heartaches as the value of each horse and mule dropped alarm¬ 
ingly. From less than a thousand tractors in the America of 1909, 
the total reached 782,000 in 1928. American farms had more 
chickens, turkeys, and eggs than ever before, but prices were 
shaky." Farm indebtedness had hit new highs, 1921-1924, but 
the figure was down somewhat in 1928; farm bankruptcies were 


' The Ameiican Turtv Hattie (New York, 1929), p. 9. 
l abor C larion. October 7, 1927. 

' See decade by decade averages by Simon Ku/nels, National Product Since 1869 
(New ^ ork, 1946), p. 11^ and Historical Statistics, p. 15. 

29 Ibid., p. 11. 

I Ibid. But motor vehicle valuation and sales wavered in 1927 and 1928. 

II Ibid. 

11 Ibid., pp. 108-1 10. 

43 Ibid., p. 101. 

“ Ibid. Generalizations based on tables, pp. 100-105. 
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also in decline. 4 '' Gross farm income, $13'/2 billion during the year 
1928, would shoot down to half of that four years later. 411 While 
many farmers owned their homes, farm tenancy was increasingly 
common as the Presidential Election came into view. There was 
no question, however, that most tenants were young; tenants com¬ 
prised nearly nine out of ten farmers below age 25, but only one 
out of five of the group aged 55-64. Illustrative of unevenness in 
the land of opportunity, however, tenancy among whites in the 
South was 47 per cent; for Negroes (six decades out of slavery) 
it was a discouraging 79 per cent. 

The twenties were a decade of housing construction. Not until 
the years following World War 11 would the nation witness such 
a boom in family housing. (The 1925 total, indeed, stood unsur¬ 
passed until 1948.) The figure of 753,000 city-and-town housing 
units started in 1928 was a striking contrast to the low point of 
93,000 in 1933. 47 (Moreover, all construction contract figures for 
1928 dwarf those of the thirties. ,K ) 

It is only in the full knowledge of such economic realities as 
these that one can understand the optimistic psychology of the late 
twenties and thereby give a properly sympathetic hearing to con¬ 
temporary evaluations of prosperity as incontrovertible reality. Let 
us take “the attitude of assurance and confidence,” said the Na¬ 
tional Industrial Conference Board on January 12, 1928, "viewing 
with skepticism prophecies of great change for the better or the 
worse, on the ground that our economic life today has too broad 
a base and too solid a foundation to warrant any expectation of 
either catastrophies or miracles." 



In view of undocumented charges of malnutrition, ill health, and 
wholesale death from "exploitation” leveled by the Communists of 


4i Ibid., p. 11. 
i0 lbid., pp. 99. 112. 

47 Statistical Abstract of the Limed States (Washington, D. C., 1950), p. 722. 
"Ibid., p. 723. Disregards expenditures by P.W.A., etc. 

•'Survey of American Business Conditions in 1927.” N.I.C.B. Bulletin . January 
15. 1928. 101. 
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1928 as they surveyed the national welfare, one may examine the 
record with profit. Infant mortality, over 100 per 1,000 in two 
years of the World War, was down to 68.7 in 1928. 50 Longevity 
for whites was ten years greater than at the turn of the century, 51 
modern medical practice, public health sanitation, and better nu¬ 
trition probably being chiefly responsible. Statistics on basic food 
consumption per capita in that day offer no evidence for any alle¬ 
gations of undernourishment of Americans as a whole. The sheer 
volume of food produced had risen by 25 per cent in a quarter of 
a century, responding to population growth. People ate less meat, 
but canned fruits and vegetables were gaining in popularity. Citrus 
fruits gained new markets, and fresh vegetables appeared on tables 
as meat prices rose. The amount of fresh milk consumed per capita 
was similar to the quantity in 1941, and the people of 1928 dis¬ 
posed of more butter, eggs, and cheese. Taste for sugar and poultry 
was roughly similar in both years. Coffee, increasingly the beverage 
of leisure moments, gained steadily in popularity. 5 - Deaths from 
t.b., diphtheria, and typhoid fever were lower than ever in 1928, 
while the increased age of the population and its urbanization 
were related to a rise in deaths due to heart disease and cancer. 03 

The 120 million Americans of 1928 were slightly more “urban” 
than “rural''—continuing the new balance first ascertained in the 
census of 1920. 54 Among the people of the forty-eight states were 
nearly 14 million foreign-born and 12 million Negroes. People 
lived closer to one another than in the days of John Adams or 
William McKinley, for the density of six persons per square mile 
in 1800 had become 25 in 1900 and 41 thirty years later. 55 The 
“citified group had grown to become more than three times its 
rural rival. 5,1 


e " Historical Statistics, p. 215. 

“Ibid., p.45. 

- Ibid., pp. 52-54. from Dept, of Agriculture estimates. See also its Consumption 
of I ood in the United Stales, 1909-1948 (Washington. D. C.. 1949), especially p. 123. 
M Historical Statistics, p. 48. 

6 ‘ “Ciban” means people in incorporated places of more than 2,500 inhabitants, 
in general. 

'-Ibid., pp. 25-26. 

' Ibid., pp 29. • Citified” here means nonfarm, thus includes •‘townsfolk.” 
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While in metropolises it was notoriously a day of bootleg whis¬ 
key, doubtful gin and bathtub beer, of flappers and flasks, and of 
selected items in the only partially accurate stereotype of the Jazz 
Age, the American family endured. The marriage rate of 9.8 per 
thousand in 1928 was indistinguishable from the 9.6 of the Recon¬ 
struction era.’ 1 " And the divorce rate of 1.7 was midway between 
the 1867 figure of 0.3 and the 1945 total of 3.5. The trend of the 
1920s in the creation of broken families was not markedly upward. 
Mark Sullivan, a keen metropolitan newspaperman, observed cou¬ 
rageously, “I think that at any time during the Twenties the essen¬ 
tial standards, and the practices under them, were on the whole 
rather more wholesome than in the past.” 

Always a restless people, Americans continued in the twenties 
their migratory habits, aided by Model T Fords or the equivalent, 
and by newly paved highways or washboard roads. Still, the same 
percentage of the native-born lived in their home states at the 
close of the decade as had been the case in 1850.' ,5 ' But national 
migration was no longer chiefly a Westward Movement. To be sure, 
over five million eastern-born lived in the West. But a million and 
a half western-born lived in the East. Nearly two million northern- 
born were to be found in the South, while over three million from 
Dixie resided in the North (nearly half of them Negroes). 00 Amer¬ 
ica’s human sectionalism was diluted. 


VI 

The precise extent of unemployment was an issue in 1928 among 
labor leaders, politicians—and those affected. The A. F. of L. 
began a pioneering unemployment survey in autumn, 1927, basing 

C1 lbid. t p. 49. From 1867 lo 1945 the marriage rate never dropped below 8.0 or 
rose above 13.2. The “Companionate” or experimental marriage was a figment of 
the imaginations of a few hip-flasked and sardonic city commentators of the day. 

'■"Mark Sullivan, Our Times (New York, 1935), VI, 396. The sober student of 
the period tends to recoil from such superficial accounts of the era as that of Allen 
Churchill, The Year the World Went Mad [/927] (New York, 1960), whose con¬ 
cluding chapter is “End of the Big Shriek.” A good account is George H. Knoles 
The Jazz Age Revisited (Stanford, 1955), which shows how British observers often 
saw just what they wanted and told what would sell. 

** Historical Statistics, p. 30. The percentage was 67.3. 

•' Ibid., pp. 30-31. 
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it on reports from certain unions in twenty-three scattered cities. 
This “Survey of Business” showed noticeable percentages of unem¬ 
ployment among building trades workers (18 per cent), metal trades 
workers (7 per cent), and printing trades members (4 to 5 per 
cent). 01 Over-all, in 1928, the survey seemed to show variations 
by months and by areas (18 per cent in January to 10 per cent in 
November).To some Republican businessmen, however, talk of 
any unemployment was called “a straw man.” 03 Equally biased 
collectors of data urged, however, that “the nation must know that 
there is unemployment and its extent.” 04 The National Industrial 
Conference Board, more interested in facts than propaganda, re¬ 
ported wryly at the time that nobody had any reliable facts on how 
many were unemployed. “The fact is that we have no adequate 
statistics available in this country for even estimating unemploy¬ 
ment with a fair degree of accuracy.” 05 

As of May 17, the public could take its choice of 1,874,050 
(Secretary of Labor), more than 4,000,000 (Labor Bureau, Inc.), 
5,796,920 (junior Senator from New York), more than 8,000,000 
(senior Senator from Minnesota). 06 To one eager Democrat “the 
number of men out of work around here [Kansas City] is appall¬ 
ing.” 07 Norman Thomas found discontent and unemployment in 
the Middle West. 00 But the A. F. of L. in August reported steady 
declines in unemployment. 00 And the Federation was by no means 
ready to request unemployment insurance, although some state 
federations did so. The Federation wanted to be convinced of the 

“ Philip Taft, The A. F. of L. from the Death of Gompers to the Merger (New 
York. 1959), pp. 29-30. 

rj A. F. of L. Circular Letter, December 31, 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

“ Advertisement, Patterson-Andrcss Co.. New York Herald-Tribune, March 24, 
1928. Sent to President Coolidge by the company. File 1917, Coolidgc Papers. 
Library of Congress. 

“ Secretary, Labor College of Philadelphia, in a circular letter gathering data, 
March 21, 1923. In Socialist Party Papers, Duke L'niversity. 

‘• Magnus \V. Alexander, President, N.I.C.B.. in Twelfth Annual Report (New 
York. 1928) pp. 1-2. Sec also editorial, New York Times. March 28, 1928. 

“ Ibid, passim. 

87 A newspaperman to Frank P. Walsh, October 12, 1928, Walsh Papers, New 
York Public Library. 

*'■ New York Times, August 27, 1928. 

Motherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen’s Magazine, 
LXXXV (October, 1928), 310, found more re-employment and the hiring of new 
employees later in the year. 
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wisdom of such legislation “beyond peradventure of a doubt” be¬ 
fore taking “so big and so important” a step. Still, unemployment 
was “the outstanding problem of modern life.” 70 

The Republican administration view on the jobless was that two 
million reached working age each year; it took time for them to be 
placed; then there were temporary shutdowns, migration of several 
hundred thousand from farm to city, coal field problems, immigra¬ 
tion, Florida hurricanes, and Mississippi floods. 71 There was no 
concession here. But the Democratic officials of New York City 
and State found sufficient persons drifting into their areas to make 
public works activity at least a possibility. 7 - In retrospect, a leading 
economist has simply given an N.I.C.B. figure of 1.9 million un¬ 
employed and left the matter at that. 73 We must do substantially 
the same. 

The 1928 American labor force (to shift now to the employed) 
was only 21 per cent agrarian. Women had grown from 16 per cent 
of the labor force in 1890 to 22 per cent. 74 There were 46,057,000 
of the employed, or almost half the population over ten years of 
age. Thus the unemployed came to somewhat less than 4 per cent 
of gainful workers at the time. 7 '’ While 28 per cent of the nation’s 
laboring men were still unskilled, this was a decrease from the 36 
per cent of 1910. During those same years the percentages of semi¬ 
skilled, skilled, foremen, clerical, and professional categories all 
incieased substantially. 7,1 

Urban America found a need for a diversity of occupations 
which could scarcely have been said to exist in the middle of the 
nineteenth century. “The cult of beauty has spread like wildfire,” 
reported the National Women’s Trade Union League, “and thou¬ 
sands of young women have entered the trade. The young women 

7w William Green to Matthew Woll, May 22, 1928; Woll to Green, n.d. (received 
May 21); Woll to Green. May 29, 1928, A.F. of L. Papers. Wash., DC. 

71 Secretary of Labor Davis, New York Times, March 27, 1928. 

rj Ibid., February 8, 20, and March 6, 1928. 

71 George Soule, Prosperity Decade , From War to Depression: 1917-1929 (New 
York, 1947), pp. 318-323. From 1926 to 1929 agricultural employment remained 
constant, coal mining decreased, manufacturing and steam railroads showed slight 
decreases, and electric light and power employment increased. 

74 Historical Statistics , pp. 63-64. 

76 N.I.C.B., The Economic Almanac lor 1946-1947, pp. 263-264. 

19 Historical Statistics , computed from p. 65. 
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complain bitterly of long hours on aching feet, low pay, and few 
holidays or evenings off.” 77 Since 1870 the population had tripled. 
But the number of electricians had increased 700 times; plumbers 
21 times; barbers, beauticians, and manicurists 15 times, and 
janitors and sextons 105 times. Musicians and music teachers in¬ 
creased ten times; designers and draftsmen 77 times; and book¬ 
keepers, accountants, and cashiers 24 times. 78 The 128,265 teach¬ 
ers of 1870 were dwarfed by the 1,044,016 counted by the census 
of 1930. 

In such figures may be found much justification for even the most 
enthusiastic and laudatory words of praise mouthed by platform 
speakers of the day. The plain fact was that the people of the 
United States were more sanitary, more musical, and were getting 
more years of schooling than ever before. The gas lights had been 
going out and the electric lights going on. The telephone and the 
automobile had shortened the miles. The radio comforted the aged, 
children, and the disabled and homebound. It had been an amazing 
quarter century. 


VII 


In summary of industrial relations in 1928, the president of the 
Building Trades Department, A. F. of L., judged (after the elec¬ 
tion) that unions had achieved membership increases and financial 
successes during the year; there had been fewer strikes; wages had 
stabilized; and relations with employers had been friendly and 
cordial.' 1 ' The number of strikes and persons engaged in strikes 
declined in the decade. 8 " Prices remained relatively stable, 1923- 
1929, and real wages increased appreciably. Consumer goods like 
automobiles and radios took some of the increased income; so did 


., ° f Ncw York> 'ooseleaf Convention Proceedings, 1926-1929. 

N.W.T.U.L. Papers. 

Computed from Historical Statistics, p. 66. 

™ William J. McSorley, A. F. of L. Proceedings, 1928 , p. 41. 

' Comparison of the periods 1916-1921, 1922-1925, and 1926-1930 shows: index 
?M S o!o eS ’ °°' 37, 23; avcra ec number of workers involved, 1,798,809, 
• T-l' -r' . r . avera 8C number of days strikes lasted, 29, 28, 23. H. M Douty, 

I he Trend of Industrial D.sputes, 1922-1930." Journal of the American Statistical 
Association. XXVII (June, 1932), 168 170. 
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housing and monthly bills for electric and telephone service. In¬ 
stallment-plan buying, ever more common, encouraged wage earn¬ 
ers to live beyond their means. Thus workers had a stake in 
prosperity, and this is an important consideration in observing the 
nature of industrial inter-relationships. 

Under the conditions described, the unions made little headway 
in organizing workingmen. A. F. of L. membership crept upward, 
1926-1928 (by 92,097), but there was a gross decline, 1920- 
1928, from the postwar maximum of 5,047,800 to only 3,479,800. 
It brought scant comfort to union leaders to be able to say in 
exoneration that the prewar (1914) figure had been nearly a mil¬ 
lion less than 1928. 81 Still, similar declines were taking place in 
Great Britain at the time. 82 

Strikes were uncommon in 1928. To the president of the Min¬ 
nesota Federation of Labor, this meant that “employers have met 
with employees or their representatives and differences have been 
adjusted in a truly peaceful way.” s-1 But early in the year, striking 
miners were suffering what A. F. of L. headquarters called “un¬ 
speakable misery and woe.” K ' Statistically, the truth was that 
strikes (“work stoppages”) during the year came to the smallest 
total in the twentieth century, for the 604 such events involved 
only 314,000 workers. What disputes there were arose from clashes 
over wages and hours (36 per cent), union organizing (36 per 
cent), and other reasons (28 per cent). 85 The modest strike figures 
are not surprising, since the fixed debts of workers normally climb 
during prosperity. In the days before possible eligibility for un¬ 
employment insurance and before the building of large union 
treasuries, a long strike could scarcely be afforded by individuals. 
Who will meet the installments? Thus the number, frequency, and 
effectiveness of strikes during periods of mature prosperity de¬ 
cline. 80 Nor was the A. F. of L. strike-minded. A general strike in 


« Leo Wolman, Ebb and Flow in Trade Unionism (New York. 1936). p. 193. 

“ Ibid., p. 239. On ocher counlrics. sec his Table XII. 

» Labor Day address of E. G. Hall. August 21. 1928. Clipping in Box 5. George 
Hall Papers, Minnesota State Historical Society. 

M A. F. of L. Circular Letter, February 29, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

10 Historical Statistics, p. 73. _ . D . 

M Thesis of Theodore Levitt, “Prosperity vs. Strikes,” Industrial and Labor Rela¬ 


tions Review, XI (January, 1953). 
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an American city was unthinkable. William Green wrote a union 
member, in those years, 


The American Federation of Labor is opposed to general 
strikes for any purpose. In 1911 it declared its disapproval of a 
general strike as proposed by the Confederation General du 
Travail which had submitted such a proposition to the Interna¬ 
tional Secretariat. General or sympathetic strikes have never 
accomplished the purpose for which they are called. I hope, 
therefore, that you will not advocate any such proposal. 87 

Cooperation with employers and with the public was the union 
watchword. 88 Not for years, said a newspaper, had the relations 
between organized labor and the large employers been so satis¬ 
factory. - ■' Thus an expert on the subject can summarize by saying 
that between 1923 and 1929 the labor problem in the United 
States, regarded in terms of the subsidence of conflict, appeared to 
be on the road to peaceful solution.” «« Yet unions were far too 
weak to stick to their guns when hard pressed; while this could be 
praised as good citizenship, it was an inducement to some irre¬ 
sponsible employers to exploit tired workers and to place inordi¬ 
nate numbers of dollars into channels not well calculated to serve 
the best interests of wage earners. The day would come when such 
imbalances in industrial relations would be redressed, partly by 
union pressures, partly by government regulation, and partly by 
the “new” scientific management in industry; but in the twenties 
most employers and many union leaders thought that expansion of 

prosperity would, over a period of time, bring better things for all 
who labored. 


Union leaders realized full well in 1928 that the unions were 
making little headway in total numbers, but they had other satis¬ 
factions which persuaded them that they were doing a good job. 

here was, lor example, the coming of the forty-hour, five-day 
week m the garment industry. William Green predicted that a five- 

Pape?s rCen IO Ge ° rgC ' ' Cr:, ' vf ° rd - Ncwark - N " Y <»c). April 19. 1926. A. F. of L. 

XXXV (Ju!y 1 928^'799 "' " C ° n Coopcrm,on " in lhc American Fede unionist. 

Editorial. New Times. January 30. 1928 
terly.Ul (JanuTry.''!^. ,ndust ™' Relations.” Political Science Quar - 
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day week would become general in the nation sooner than many 
thought, and he called it the Federation’s chief ideal. 01 Some unions 
had been successful in business ventures and even in operating 
banks. In 1925 there had been 36 union banks, and the capital 
and surplus of the Federation Bank and Trust Company in New 
York rose from half a million in 1923 to more than forty times 
that in 1928.°- There was, furthermore, the acceptance among 
some industrialists of the high-wage theories of Henry Ford—and 
of William Green. The A. F. of L. president said at Princeton Uni¬ 
versity in 1926 that wages should not be kept low to save produc¬ 
tion costs; they should be high in order to increase purchasing 
power and create markets for increased production. In that case, 
lower costs would make the higher wages possible. The number of 
working hours would soon decrease. Green suggested that wages 
be based on production, not the cost of living. If production in¬ 
creased and wages failed to rise, who would buy? 

Among the masses of the American people there exists a poten¬ 
tial buying power which can be made active. It is based upon 
the individual desire for the enjoyment of life and the realization 
of higher living standards. Working men and women desire bet¬ 
ter homes, comfortably furnished, suitable clothing and nourish¬ 
ing and substantial food. They also long for the enjoyment of 
educational advantages, music, art. literature and social advance¬ 
ment. They will satisfy these desires if their income will permit 
them to do so. They will buy. and buy freely, and thus increase 
the demand for manufactured goods. M: * 

Cooperation, production, and "enlightened’ union leadership 
were the paths to the better life, one judges from this and other 
expressions of contemporary opinion. 


¥l New York Times, June 7, 1928. 

w By 1931 there were but seven of these banks left, and three of those were being 
liquidated by 1935. Letter of Walter E. Spahr to American Economic Review, 

XXVI (March. 1936). 90. . 

•* Published as a pamphlet, Wage Theories (Washington, 1926). Quotation from 
page 11. For a vigorous refutation of this interpretation, see Wilford 1. King, Wage 
Rates, Wage Costs, Employment, Wage Income and the General Welfare,** American 
Economic Review. XXIX (March. 1939). 40. He wrote. “The whole high-wage, high 
purchasing-power theory seems to be based upon nothing more substantial than wish¬ 
ful thinking.” 
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"Citadel of the Workers’ Rights" (Drawn for Labor by John M. Baer) 


VIII 


I o a loading Socialist of the day, the whole American union 
movement was then up against it, chiefly because it was “bending 
o\er backwards to convince big business and the labor exploiters 
ot all kinds that it is one hundred per cent safe and conservative. 
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It lacks an ideal and a goal. . . 04 But the labor leaders had 

severe problems in the 1920s, and these have been insufficiently 
stressed by some critics. The problems of a union organizer in 
North Carolina, an experienced representative of the Textile Work¬ 
ers, graphically tell how great was the resistance of organized 
society to organized labor at the time. The few organizers worked 
all day but faced, said one, “tremendous odds.” The organizer had 
real problems in the unorganized South. “He is followed wherever 
he goes; his hotel room is ransacked for papers; and if there is but 
one hotel in the town, the organizer will soon find that there is no 
longer a room for him in the establishment. Organizers from a 
single craft were helpless in the South in the absence of a strong 
state federation or of city centrals. The area needed help, for “our 
organizations are weak, our treasuries are small, and our enemies 
are many and powerful, and for that reason we need every bit of 
support that the American Federation of Labor and all interna¬ 
tional organizations can give.” u “ The A. F. of L. soon sent this 
dismal report to the presidents of twenty-four major unions, stating 
that an organizer from headquarters would go to North Carolina 
in the spring, and that all addressees ought to emulate this. 

There can be little doubt that the attitude of the public toward 
the present and the future in 1928 eased union leaders toward 
complacency and over-optimism. Their overemphasis on craft 
unionism was a fatal allegiance to tradition, especially in so far as 
organizing the automobile industry was concerned. Nevertheless, 
on August 1, 1928, the A. F. of L. Executive Council said it 
planned to organize the aviation industry. There were, over-all, 
major obstacles facing union leaders, most of them very impressive 
blocs to organization. The 1920s saw the spread of employer 
welfare capitalism. Stock-sharing plans, company pension pro¬ 
grams, company magazines (700 in 1928) and some athletic pro¬ 
grams were created in order to decrease employee discontent. 

“‘James H. Maurer, president. Pennsylvania Slate Federation of labor (just re¬ 
turned from Russia at the time) to Tom Mooney. March 22. 1928. Mooney 1 apers, 

Bancroft Library, University of California. - 

“Alfred Hoffman, “An Analysis of Problems Pacing the American Labor Move¬ 
ment in North Carolina,” quoted in a Circular Letter of May 7, 1928, A. F. of L. 
Papers. 
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These had their soothing effect on labor morale. Another factor in 
union distress was the spread of company unions. A well-financed 
and carefully organized open-shop drive also put the trade unions 
on the defensive. The ever-increasing consolidation of industry in 
the twentieth century and the intricate financial structure of 
American business in the years before the Crash made it difficult 
for union leaders to predict the success of any strike, for the ability 
of employers to absorb losses could not be estimated. William 
Green advised the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters not to 
strike in 1928, despite his admission that they had ample provoca¬ 
tion, because economic conditions were unfavorable; public opinion 
simply had not crystallized in support of their demands. 00 

Changing methods of manufacturing had destroyed many crafts 
and skills in the 1920s, so that many who had been skilled laborers 
were reduced to semiskilled or even manual labor status, whatever 
their daily wage rates might remain. Craft unionism thus became 
in part a victim of changing technological conditions, and this 
spelled doom to some craft union patterns. Migration of some in¬ 
dustry from North to South and from East to West disturbed old 
patterns in still other ways. 

It was in the mid-1920s that economic-determinist A. M. Si¬ 
mons, a keen observer, wrote that he and his wife were planning 
to write a book on "shifting of control in industry," saying, 

We think we see some tremendous movements carrying society 
along toward democratic, working-class control, that are operat¬ 
ing with little regard to politics. . . . Consumer and employee 
ownership through stock distribution, employee management 
through unions and plant committees, leveling systems of taxa¬ 
tion, more intelligent regulation, labor banking, and a host of 
similiar developments are really taking the control out of the 

hands of owners faster than any legislation has ever been able 
to do. 1 ' 7 


I his was scarcely a climate in which to expect labor leaders to stir 
up militant sentiments in the breasts of their followers. Secret in¬ 
structions to A. F. of L. organizers in 1928 stated quite frankly 


York Times, June 8. 1928. 

‘ A. M. Simons lo Charles Edward 
Wisconsin Stale Historical Society. 


Russell, January 19, 1925, Simons Papers, 
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that old appeals would not do in the new day. The organizer would 
have to be a salesman. Unions can do it better! Thus insurance, 
savings, investments, leisure, study opportunities,” and a chance to 
work would come through union membership. When "selling,” 
organizers might take a lesson from the business world. ws 

Low-priced cars covered the highways in 1928, decreasing the 
old solidarity which union members sometimes shared socially 
when they lived closer together. Automobile registrations almost 
doubled from 1922 to 1928. As one union official put it, 


The Ford car has done an awful lot of harm to the unions here 
and everywhere else. As long as men have enough money to buy 
a second-hand Ford and tires and gasoline, they II be out on the 
road and paying no attention to union meetings. 

The predominantly square, black-painted cars cut across the plans 
of labor leaders. Wrote the A. F. of L. to all its units. 


It has been more than forty years since the first Labor Day was 
celebrated and these years have witnessed revolutions in industry 
and community life. Our celebration of the day should accept 
and utilize modern mechanisms and methods. The automobile 
and the raido probably have altered the habits of life ot wage 
earners more than any other mechanical changes. It would be 
well to include specifically these two agencies in plans for a 
Labor Day celebration, for otherwise they may draw trade 
unionists away. yu 


The movies and the radio also weakened interest in unions by 
broadening the entertainment horizons of wage earners whatever 
caustic criticism might be leveled at the quality of the offerings. 
Delighted with their new mobility and the ease of access to new 
forms of entertainment, large numbers of workingmen and their 
families had the resultant feeling that they were getting ahead. 


If there was a tendency to ignore the appeals of radicals, there was 
an equal indifference to union organizers. 100 

An Australian took a sharp look at American trade unionism in 


1928 and judged, 


A. F. of L., "Instructions to Organizers,” (Washington, D. C.. 1928). in. 

- Circular Letter, July 22. 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

,0 " Limited distribution of labor periodicals was also a handicap to unions. With 
higher dues, greater distribution of these magazines and newspapers would come in 
the 1930s and later. 
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With few exceptions, the workers in the mass-production indus¬ 
tries have no industrial organizations comparable to the Austra¬ 
lian trade-unions. They have no voice in determining wages, 
hours, or conditions of labour. They have no protection against 
the arbitrary will of the employers. ... In the whole of North¬ 
western America, Unionism—or rather, labour organization— 
exists only by the tolerance of employers. So much free labour 
is always available in the industrial cities that every job held by 
a unionist could be filled a dozen times over. 101 

To a British observer, American unions sought to extend private 
ownership and the capitalist system. By cooperation, the amount 
of visible wealth would be increased and the division of wealth 
would be just. To another visitor from overseas, the class war 
simply did not exist in America. 102 



As labor leaders contemplated the American economic and so¬ 
cial landscape in the late 1920s, a spirit of optimism pervaded 
their circles, showing itself in speeches, interviews by the daily 
press, and articles in the labor press. The Labor Clarion of San 
Francisco well summarized the current labor philosophy: 

The program of the American Federation of Labor, the chief 
labor body of this country, calls for education and calm con¬ 
sideration of every question that confronts the people, workers 
and employers alike, and this plan of operation is the outgrowth 
ot long years of study and the experiences of people throughout 
the world. We have the chance here to get whatever we desire 
by appealing to the intelligence of the people and if, in any in¬ 
stance. we are unable to persuade them to our side of a question, 
it is usually because we have not properly presented our case or 

have, as rarely happens, gone otf on unsound policies and tangled 

purposes. ,o: ' 

Oriented in this way, it was natural that, in general, the American 
/ toleration of Labor did not usually look to government to solve 


in 


8 A " Alisrralian Looks at America (London. 1928). pp. 80. 

8. \\ rilttn n 1 for newspapers in Melbourne and Sidney. 

" . arapnrased in Knoles, op. cit p. 85. 

violn^ !S ^,^ Ce ^ g Ma ‘i nCSS * ,, ,l an cdi,orial a « ainst radicalism and the use of 
violence Labor Clarion, August 12, 1927, p. 8. 
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its problems. Said William Green fervently, “We want the govern¬ 
ment to keep its hands off our throat. We do not want more of govern¬ 
ment, ... we want less of government,” Soviet Russia was a good 
example, he added, of what the Federation did not want. 104 The 
best thing government could do, it was felt, would be to give unions 
a chance to develop their economic strength. That meant that the 
court injunction against union activities, particularly during strikes 
—long a matter for bitter recriminations—would surely have to be 
the subject of restrictive legislation. 

To grasp the significance of the injunction issue at the time and 
to show how it happened that the political activities of labor de¬ 
veloped as they did in the Presidential Election of 1928, we will 
relive in summary, with organized labor, the political scene as it 
existed for them from William Jennings Bryan to Calvin Coolidge. 
This fascinating story will be the subject of the next chapter, which 
briefly traces through three decades the vicissitudes of the tradi¬ 
tional path in labor politics. 

First, however, in final delineation of the nature and mood of 
the twenties, it may be well to consider the conflicting opinions 
of several contemporaries. In a gloomy mood, the editor of the 
Labor Clarion wrote in 1927 that too many people were living in 
a fool’s paradise, thinking only of automobiles, radios, player pi¬ 
anos, and other items purchased on the installment plan. “The 
serious things of life, just now at any rate, receive no attention, 
and things arc allowed to drift without any direction.” This was 
true to a large extent, he thought, in government, in trade unions, 
and in industrial affairs. 1 or ’ Not so, intimated Magnus W. Alexan¬ 
der, president of the National Industrial Conference Board. He 
spoke highly of the advantages of mechanization, saying. 

Our national prosperity and the diffusion of our wealth and in¬ 
come have been the “big news” in world affairs during recent 
years and a topic of conversation abroad in hut and palace alike. 
And this prosperity, as is now well understood abroad and at 
home, is identified with American industrial productivity—which 
is its foundation. 100 

104 William Green, speech of reply lo British labour delegates, A. F. of L. New 
Orleans convention, A. F. of L. Proceedings. 192ft. 175-176. 

,ut Editorial, Labor Clarion. July 29, 1927, p. 8. 

,u * Twelfth Annual Report, N.I.C.B., Mechanization (New York. 192ft), p. 3. 



28 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


While the secretary-treasurer of the National Women’s Trade 
Union League charged that sweatshop conditions for women lived 
on in such occupations as date picking, doll dress ruffle-making, 
stockyard work, and among Negro women in cigar factories, 107 
the annual report of the Boston chapter reported in a more opti¬ 
mistic vein: 


Working conditions are better than they used to be. of course. 
The world does move. The long days of sweated exploitation, 
the inhumanly low wages, the unsanitary, unwholesome sur¬ 
roundings which were the lot of a generation ago have disap¬ 
peared under the combined attack of organized labor and of an 
aroused public opinion. The 48-hour week, the operations of the 
minimum wage, safety and health codes are now the order of 
the day. 108 


In just such differences of emphasis and choice of conflicting 
economic and social facts when framing action, lay the seeds of 
political disputation in the year 1928. There was disagreement on 
how to measure the happiness of humanity. How was one to 
guarantee the future of mankind? Candidates nominated for high 
office disagreed on such fundamental matters. The wording of the 
party platforms on which they would run reflected the lack of 
consensus on means. Viewing America, those who spoke often re¬ 
lied on the particular to arrive at generalizations; others spoke in 
generalities and overlooked particulars. 


For many decades of self-government it had been like this in the 
United States. There was a national heritage, to be sure; but in 


evaluating its fundamental nature and its meaning for the present, 
men of goodwill (and some who were largely self-seeking) often 
failed to reach agreement. Particularly was this true in matters 
concerned with earning a living, living the good life, and guaran¬ 
teeing the future. Here was the heart of the economic basis for 
American politics. 


Report of Secret.ir' t reasurer. N.W.T.LM 1926-19 
lion ProcecUines. I92M. N.W.T.L' I . Papers. 

Antni.il Report. l‘Ox. p. V In ihid.. N.WT.U.l. Pape 


In looscleaf Conven- 



Chapter 2 


The Path of Traditional 
Labor Politics 


BEFORE THERE COULD BE effective national political activity 
by organized laboring men in the United States, there first had to 
be enduring union organizations. Strong, stable labor unions in 
the nation have been a development of the twentieth century. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that it has been only in the compara¬ 
tively recent past that the political desires of trade union leaders 
have received serious attention from platform makers and can¬ 
didates for President. 

To say this is not to deny that there existed a Workingmen’s 
Party in the time of Andrew Jackson or to say that the National 
Labor Union from 1866 to 1872 had no political significance. 
Indeed, the Order of the Knights of Labor under the leadership 
of Terence V. Powdcrly had what one writer has called a broadly 
political and uplift program. Although the Knights of Labor had 
in theory hundreds of thousands of members, its rapid rise and 
even speedier fall reflected an ovcrcentralized organization and 
inexperienced administration. The fact that the Knights and the 
craft unions could not reach a permanent understanding was im¬ 
portant to its quick loss of influence after 1887. 
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I 


The American Federation of Labor was founded in 1886 and 
soon assumed supremacy over the organized American labor 
movement. Established on craft rather than industrial lines and 
embracing a largely urban and Northeastern membership, the 
A. F. of L. soon had most of the union members in the United 
States. Under the strong leadership of the former cigarmaker, 
Samuel Gompers, it consistently avoided any temptation to form 
a political party of its own. 

Gompers made it clear in several campaigns that he favored 
Bryan, but the support was personal on his part. And he said on 
several occasions that wealth and the bosses controlled government 
by controlling political parties. Socialist doctrines were consistently 
(although sometimes narrowly) rejected by A. F. of L. convention 
delegates, even though the formation of the Socialist Party of 
America in 1901 offered a unified and organized political alterna¬ 
tive to the workers. Gompers repeatedly opposed third-party ef¬ 
forts, from whatever source they came. The formation of the 
I.W.W., the increased strength of American business, declines in 
membership, and the fact that no labor legislation of importance 
was passed in the years from 1900 to 1905 all served to make 
A. F. of L. leaders wonder in 1906 if the time had not come for 
them to try to gain more favorable consideration from government. 
Late in 1905 the trade unions in Great Britain succeeded in elect¬ 
ing 5_ labor members to Parliament, and the event had its effect 
in American trade union circles. Although it had not been thought 
when the Sherman Anti-Trust Act was passed in 1890 that it 
would apply to trade unions, the decision of the Supreme Court in 
the case of the Danbury Hatters showed that its provision saying 
every contract, combination or conspiracy in restraint of trade is 

illegal'' could cost the unions dearly. Other decisions aroused 
further resentment. 


It seemed to Gompers by 1906 that there was nothing in the 
twenty-year tradition of the A. F. of L. that prevented an aggres¬ 
sive political policy during elections. Perhaps lobbying action 
against legislation was not really enough, any more. Yet endorse- 
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ment of political parties remained anathema. Could there be a 
middle ground? 

At a conference in Washington of the heads of the international 
unions belonging to the A. F. of L., a Bill of Grievances was pre¬ 
pared and presented on March 21, 1906, to the President and the 
Congress of the United States. 1 It asked action to remedy the de¬ 
fects in the eight-hour law, relief from excessive immigration and 
misuse of the injunction, and other matters. When little attention 
was paid to its demands, the A. F. of L. Executive Council issued 
on July 22, a “Campaign Programme” which stated that the first 
concern of all should be “the positive defeat of those who have 
been hostile or indifferent to the just demands of labor.” Yet any 
“true friend to the rights of labor” should be supported. 2 Inde¬ 
pendent or “straight” labor candidates would be nominated wher¬ 
ever both parties ignored labor’s demands. “If the British work¬ 
men, with their limited franchise, accomplished so much by their 
united action, what may we in the United States not do with uni¬ 
versal suffrage?” it was asked. Principles were to be placed first; 
office, second. There was no intention of forming a political party, 
and “wherever possible, let labor elect its own men, but wisdom 
and foresight forbid the nomination of a labor man in a hopeless 
district, particularly when that action may result in the election of 
a man who is known to be a persistent opponent to the cause of 
labor, of justice and right.” 

Less than $10,000 was spent in 1906, but the Federation did 
succeed in obtaining much discussion of labor issues. It centered 
its fire on a Republican Congressman from Maine, Charles E. 
Littlefield, and succeeded in cutting down his margin of victory— 
even though such leading Republicans as Henry Cabot Lodge 
made speeches for him in his district. Lodge wrote Theodore 
Roosevelt afterwards: 

I spoke in Littlefield’s district and I confess that I feel very 
anxious about the result. The question of whether there should 
be a Republican or a Democrat sinks into insignificance com- 

1 Printed in Text Book of Labor's Political Demands (Washington, A. F. of L., 
1906), a pamphlet. 

* Printed in ibid., p. 36. 
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pared to the question whether Gompers shall dictate the choice 
of Congressmen. . . . I . . . made my whole speech on the 
question of the independence of Representatives and the perils 
of dictation by non-political secret organizations. What I said 
was very well received, but I know not what the effect really 
was. 3 


Roosevelt agreed that it had been “more important to save Little¬ 
field than almost anyone else who was up for Congress.” 4 Later in 
the campaign the President was at pains to point out that he had 
taken “just as emphatically a position against the misdeeds of 
labor as I ever have against the misdeeds of capital.” 5 
Despite a sharp reduction in the majority held by the Republi¬ 
cans in the House of Representatives, the next two years saw no 
improvement in the legal position of organized labor. In the elec¬ 
tion of 1908 Gompers led the A. F. of L. into open opposition to 
the incumbent Republican Party. They “had set their hearts like 
flint; they had no ears to hear,” he wrote. Gompers disclaimed 
being a Democrat, “that is, in the partisan sense.” He then said the 
words which would be repeated so often in following years. 

The American labor movement is not partisan to a political 
party; it is partisan to a principle, the principle of equal rights 
and human freedom. 0 

Vv ith variations, this sentiment would be repeated over and over 
by orthodox trade unionists in following political campaigns. “Non- 
partisanship in this sense would be the watchword of labor in 
politics. It was not the party; it was the individual candidate. It 
was not really the candidate, either, it was only the principles— 
the prolabor principles for which he stood. Here was labor’s case. 

Eugene V. Debs was a candidate for President in 1904 and ran 
again in 1908 against Taft, but Gompers would have nothing to 
do with the Socialist leader. ‘His past history,” said the-president 
of A. F. of L., is all in the direction of harming rather than help¬ 
ing the labor movement.” Labor votes should not be wasted on 


L °, dpC ‘° Roos ? vcl1 - September 10. 1906. Selections from the Correspondence of 
iheodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge, 1884-1918 (New York, 1925), II, 230. 
Roosevelt to Lodge, September 12, 1906, ibid., p. 231. 

‘ Roosevelt to Lodge. October 16. 1906, ibid., p. 247. 

°l . ma J not b * lhc tirsl utterance of the sentiment. President Gompers’ 
Keport, A. K of L. Proceedings, 19U8. 34. 
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third parties, for the real battle was between the Republicans and 
the Democrats. 7 Not until 1924, when neither of the major parties 
was led by a candidate willing to make concessions to labor, would 
the Federation come obliquely to the aid of the presidential can¬ 
didate of a new party in the political arena. Because in 1908 the 
Democratic Party was said to have made labor s contentions its 
own,* the American Federation of Labor would stand by its can¬ 
didate for President and many of its other candidates. As they 
would on many later occasions, the labor leaders said they spoke 
“not only in our own interest, but in the interest of all the people 
of our country. . . " Organized labor would continue to insist 

that its voice was the voice of the people. 

After the election of 1908 Gompers admitted to being somewhat 
disappointed with the results. Both “means and machinery 
were necessary before real results could be expected. 10 An acute 
observer called the effort “a temporary makeshift thing” which 
had been forced on the labor leaders by a need for obtaining visi¬ 
ble results for their followers quickly. He suggested a number of 
reasons why the results had been so meager. 11 

Late in the 1908 campaign President Roosevelt had come to 
the aid of Republican candidate William Howard Taft with an at¬ 
tack on the political activities of Gompers. That the President s 
typically vigorous words had been resented was apparent in the 
labor leader’s postclection judgment of Roosevelt: “It is perhaps 
impossible to find in all our country another public man so in¬ 
tolerant, bitter, and relentless toward any man who happens to 

’Editorial, American Federalionisl. XV (September. 1908), 736. 729 730. A 
general history of the Socialist Party is David A. Shannon. The Socialist Party o) 
America (New York. 1955). (The present chapter was researched and written in 

virtually final form in 1950-1953.) 

• Ibid. p. 727. Sec also "Protest to Congress." (1908) quoted in President Gom¬ 
pers' Report, A. F. of L. Proceedings. 1908. 33. 

* Editorial, American Federalionisl, XV (August, 1908), 613. 

10 Editorial, ibid., XV (December. 1908). 1064. . . 

11 Robert Hoxic, ‘‘President Gompers and the Labor Vote.** Journal of Political 
Economy/ 1 XVI (December, 1908). 693. Gompers wrote, however that he believed 
that at least 80 per cent of the Federation had voted with its leaders. I may add 
that I have had statements from some of the leaders of the political party which tor 
the time being at least made our cause its own that the votes of the workers alone 
saved that party from utter, crushing oblivion.” A. F. of L. Proceedings, 1909 , 33. 
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be unable to agree with him.” 1 - When Roosevelt later sought of¬ 
fice on a Progressive Party platform which offered virtually all 
that labor desired, there were personal as well as political reasons 
why the A. F. of L. leader did not come to his support. 13 

In 1910, the off-year elections resulted in a Democratic House 
of Representatives, and some union members were elected to Con¬ 
gress. The House by 1912 had passed a large number of bills 
greatly desired by the union leaders. The Democratic Party nat¬ 
urally received some credit for this from them, although some pro¬ 
gressive Republicans had helped, too. 14 Since both the Progressive 
and Democratic Party platforms were considered infinitely superior 
to the Republican Party platform in 1912, the American Federa- 
tionist ran praise for both platforms while heaping scorn on the 
G.O.P. Little was said about Roosevelt, however, and readers were 
often reminded of the past promises of the Democrats. The Execu¬ 
tive Council contented itself with a reaffirmation of the political 

decisions reached in 1906 and did not endorse any Presidential 
candidate— officially. ,s 

That the injunction can be traced as a major theme through 
American labor history goes without saying. Certainly the injunc¬ 
tion was important to the A. F. of L. as early as 1891 when an 
antipicketing injunction hit Pennsylvania printers. The Federation 
thought the injunction a “weapon" restraining workmen from do¬ 
ing rightful and lawful things. By 1902 the injunction was to the 
unions second only to the eight-hour day for government employ¬ 
ees, and it was claimed that personal freedom was at stake. A con- 


j! Ed'torial, American Fcdcrationisl. XVI (January, 1909) 40 

per, SvTrnv Yea ^'7 , di / fficul, * cs . 'V th R°°sevelt in later years. See Samuel Gom- 
incidems ° Labor (New York - 1925 > his version of the 

1912r°814 P A d |?s? nl°?h° f lhanks> sec American Federaiionist. XXIX (October. 
889 890 ' A hC mc;lsures a PP eaf s in ibid.. XXIV (November. 1912), 

Dn "rIuS-T c° f Ex f CUtive Cou,,cil Minutes. August 12-19. 1912. Printed in ibid 
serious conlliaon’the'ou'r^ “7 7 * T ' lines und speeches of labor leaders are in 
endorsed l e Demo | l | hC - EXeCU,iVe Coundl of the A F ' of L ' 

present writer is nreoarea I c u. ln , 1908 - ly '2. 1916. and 1920. The 

leadership of Gompers in each^'i Innv" dld k°J, 7 ° f those ycars ‘ T,1e stron 8 
1916) and Cox has obscured this point. 16 ” °" b * ha f ° f Bryan ’ WUson < es P ecial, y ^ 
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ference of 1908 called on Congress to do something about the 
injunction, and in 1912 Gompers urged President Wilson to do 
something about the problem. 10 


II 

Samuel Gompers has told in his autobiography how he first 
viewed Woodrow Wilson with suspicion and later came almost to 
love him. There is little doubt that he was pleased with Wilson’s 
success in 1912, and he gloated over the defeat of Taft, the in¬ 
junction judge,” declaiming: “. . . it is not written in the history 
of the United States that ever a man who was a candidate for re- 
election to the Presidency of the United States was so utterly and 

humiliatingly defeated as Mr. Taft.” 11 

With the Democratic Party in power in Washington after an 
absence of sixteen years, trade union leaders who had supported 
Bryan repeatedly, worked for a Democratic Congress in 1910, and 
read numerous promises of what would be forthcoming if the 
minority party ever obtained power, looked for their reward. They 
already had the office of Secretary of Labor, for Taft had reluc¬ 
tantly signed the bill creating the office at the very end of his term. 
Now they sought and found apparent relief from injunctions. 

The Clayton Act of 1914 was thought to be the "Magna Charta 
of Labor.” It said that the labor of a human being is not a com¬ 
modity or an act of commerce. Whether the rest of the bill had 
been drafted in that spirit or not the labor leaders soon built up 
the act in many minds as the legal relief labor had been seeking. 18 
Ex-President Taft grumbled that the new administration was “sur¬ 
rendering everything to Gompers. . . ” The Democratic Party, he 
alleged, had “boldly avowed its desire to make labor unions a 
favored class. . . ” ,H In 1915 came the Seamen’s Act, and the 

’•Paragraph added in I960 after reading Philip Taffs laboriously researched 
The A. F. of L. in the Time of Gompers (New York. 1957). pp -89-300. 

« Statement made by Gompers in convention debate. A. F. of L. Proceedings. 

’* Lewis L. Lorwin, The American Federation of Labor (Washington. The Brook¬ 
ings Institution. 1933) contains a good survey of these events. 

’•Taft to Elihu Root. September 16. 1914. Quoted in Henry F. Pringle. The Life 
and Times of William Howard Taft (New York, 1939). II. 887. 
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name of its sponsor, Robert M. La Follette, was made a perma¬ 
nent jewel in labor’s treasure chest. 

It looked to A. F. of L. leaders as though the “nonpartisan” 
pressure tactics on behalf of friends and against enemies which 
the Federation had been pursuing had been the right ones. The 
evolution from mere partisanship on issues or bills had been 
achieved smoothly. The fight against the Socialists within the Fed¬ 
eration was being carried on vigorously and successfully, more¬ 
over. The leaders of organized labor were quick to accept the 
greater share of the credit for the improvement which seemed to 
have come to American public life since the turn of the century. 

We have tried to arouse public opinion,” said Gompers as he de¬ 
fended his policies against Socialist Max S. Hayes and won a con¬ 
vention vote of 161 to 31 against the idea of a labor party. 20 

Time and again the president of the A. F. of L. lashed out at 
the Socialists. He insisted that he knew their doctrines as well as 
or better than they did but rejected them just the same. “The Old 
World is not our world,” he wrote on his return from a tour of 
Europe. Its social problems, its economic philosophies, its current 
political questions are not linked up with America.” 21 But to So¬ 
cialists like Victor Berger, Gompers was “an empty, self-compla¬ 
cent old fool.” 22 


Unions were by no means accepted by the nation’s industrialists, 
however. In a 1911 speech to the annual meeting of the National 
Association of Manufacturers its president said, “The American 
f ederation of Labor is engaged in an open warfare against Jesus 
Christ and his cause.” It was “a wicked conspiracy.” Yet one ob¬ 
serves in perspective that workingmen of that day were not so well 
off that they did not need unions. Young Walter Lippman wrote 
in 1 >14 a \igorous defense of unions and said that without them 
industrial democracy was unthinkable. Their failure would be a 
tragedy for civilization and force a class structure on the nation. 


J A. F. of I.. Proceedings, 79/?. 304, 314-315. 

E,,r °l ,c America (New York, 1910), pp. 
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Workingmen had not yet won a living wage, security of employ¬ 
ment, respect from the government, or the right to be consulted 
about the conditions under which they worked.-’ 3 

The Socialist Party polled nearly a million votes in 1912. It 
thus appeared to many, in and out of the labor movement, that 
the reforms which had come out of the Progressive Era and the 
legislation which had marked the first years of the Wilson adminis¬ 
tration were not enough. It was at this point that the outbreak of 
World War I changed the course of the Progressive Movement and 
with it the rate of progress of American Labor. 

Ill 

The American Federation of Labor rallied to the support of 
Woodrow Wilson in his campaign for re-election in 1916 against 
Charles Evans Hughes. In July, the Executive Council referred 
the matter of "the Political Campaign" to a Labor Representation 
Committee which was to confer with Wilson's Secretary of Labor, 
William B. Wilson, and get advice on how labor could help.- 4 
Soon, using Executive Council stationery —but with the committee 
name as signatory —Samuel Gompers, James O'Connell, and Frank 
Morrison sent all local unions a printed letter on politics. 

Never at any time within the last fifty years have the workers 
had more at stake in any political campaign than in the one that 
is to be decided in the election November 7th. . . . During the 
present administration the organized labor movement has been 
able to secure recognition for the rights of human beings and 
opportunity for all to participate in the affairs of the nation in a 
degree that has never before been accomplished. 

The Chief Executive, when the world was involved in conflict, had 
managed the affairs of the nation in the interest of its citizens 
"without the horrors of war." Labor organizations had participated 
in national affairs "to a degree never before realized." It was im¬ 
possible to list the remedial and protective legislation passed due 

3 Walter I ippman, Drih and Mastery: An Attempt to Diagnose the Current Unrest 
(New York. 1914). pp.81-82. 85-86. 

94 Executive Council Minutes, July 24-29, 1916, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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to Wilson’s initiative. “It is as if the national thought and the na¬ 
tional spirit had been humanized and had become more sensitive 
not only to injustice but to the rights and opportunities that ought 
to be accorded to all human beings.” The labor leaders therefore 
urged that the issues in the election be considered at regular or 
special meeting of union locals. “Meet, discuss the great issues to 
be decided on Election Day, November 7th, and then go to the 
polls, cast your vote as your conscience directs for Labor, justice, 
freedom and humanity.” 25 

The letter had not endorsed Woodrow Wilson by name, but its 
partisan character could scarcely have been plainer if his name 
had been emblazoned on the letterhead. Mixed reactions were 
naturally evoked. A local in Yeaden, Pennsylvania, said it would 
comply; one in Indiana said the letter had been cast in the waste 
basket, since the local “was not in politics”; a Socialist in Palestine, 
Texas, was critical; but a local of sixteen members in Worcester, 
Massachusetts, pledged that all would vote for Wilson. When a 
union man in New Hampshire asked whether the letter meant the 
Executive Council was advising all unions to vote for Wilson and 
the Democratic ticket, Morrison replied curtly, “The letter you 
received means exactly what it says.” 2,i In other words, despite the 
broad assertion later made by Morrison in a 1924 Executive Coun¬ 
cil meeting that the A. F. of L. in 1916 "named Wilson,” the labor 
leaders did not make an official endorsement. But they did show 
real partisanship as Gompcrs wrote: 


It is up to the workers, the masses, of our liberty loving citizen¬ 
ship. to decide whether President Wilson, with his clear vision 
and courageous heart and mind, shall be supplanted by the re¬ 
actionary candidate of predatory wealth—Mr. Hughes.- 7 


How much influence Gompcrs had on this and other elections must 
remain obscured in doubt. It is interesting, as a sidelight, to read 
that one of the reasons Hughes lost California was a “labor scan- 
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dal” he set off around the San Francisco-Oakland area when he 
spoke at a luncheon served by “scab” waiters. 28 

It is not necessary here to trace the story of the A. F. of L.’s 
vicissitudes during the course of the war. When it seemed that the 
United States was about to get involved, in March, 1917, trade 
union leaders met in conference and issued a public statement on 
“Labor’s Position in Peace or in War” which made it clear that 
organized labor would support the nation in a war against Ger¬ 
many. By asking the utmost cooperation of the government in 
working through them, union leaders naturally expected to gain 
in power and prestige, while still serving national interests. The 
next day a circular letter went to all union officers, pointing out 
the seriousness of the situation. There was “a great opportunity 
for wage-earners to participate in the formulation of national poli¬ 
cies,” it said, pointing out opportunities for service. 20 In reply, the 
Secretary of Labor congratulated the A. F. of L. on its point of 
view toward service to the war effort. 

Nevertheless, the degree of labor’s contribution to the war effort 
became controversial, in time, as critics found labor overly grasp¬ 
ing, and labor found business overrepresented down in Washing¬ 
ton. 20 Gompers and some former Socialist intellectuals united in 
the formation of the American Alliance for Labor and Democracy, 
an activity designed to uphold Americanism and to try to keep the 
unions separate in the public mind from the antiwar Socialists. For 
its part, the National Association of Manufacturers issued a poster 
in red, white, and blue, stating, “There should be no strikes during 
the war.” Woodrow Wilson’s name was affixed. Labor protested; 
but all efforts to make quick economic gains during a time of na¬ 
tional stress did cause resentment in business (and some govern¬ 
ment) circles. The imprisonment of Eugene V. Debs and others 
disturbed many trade unionists, and the A. F. of L. protested 
mightily after the war against continuing such “political” acts. 

w Frederick M. Davenport. “Did Hughes Snub Johnson? An Inside Story,” Ameri¬ 
can Political Science Review, XLIII (April, 1949). 321-332. 

"In file 16/426, Labor Department Group 174, National Archives. 

90 D. Willard, Chairman, Advisory Commission, Council of National Defense to 
Secretary of Labor, June 15, 1917. Gompers to the Council, June 27, 1917. File cited 
above. 
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IV 

As the time for the election of 1920 arrived the atmosphere in 
America had changed considerably. Although Gompers could 
write with much justice that “labor in America threw its full 
strength without reserve into the great war for the overthrow of 
autocracy,” and that it had kept its pledges, 31 the trade unions 
nevertheless suffered a loss of public esteem. Some thought—and 
said—that service to country, at home, compared unfavorably with 
service in the trenches of Europe. Others confused trade unionism 
with radicalism and worried over the loyalties and the intentions 

31 Editorial, American Federations, XXVII (December, 1920), 1086. 
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of union members as much as over the posturings of the new radi¬ 
cals who urged or used violent methods. Yet the findings of the 
Lusk Committee in New York should have dispelled such worries. 
It reported after extensive investigation of subversive activities: 

Organized labor has made it extremely clear that it is absolutely 
opposed to revolutionary Socialism and Bolshevism. ... It has 
increasingly set itself against the ideas and inroads of Socialism. 

. . . The Federation of Labor [A. F. of L.) founds itself solidly 
upon the continuation of the present industrial and political sys¬ 
tem and seeks for the reforms that it works to accomplish within 
the scope of the present situation [system]. 32 

There was much third-party talk in 1920, and in some parts of 
the country labor parties or farmer-labor parties were created. A 
close observer wrote, “1 have good reason to think that organized 
labor will cut far more of a figure in politics this year than it has 
ever cut before.” 33 An American Labor Party in New York re¬ 
ceived some publicity for a time. But the A. F. of L.’s Committee 
on Reconstruction had already reported against organizing such a 
party, 34 and the close association of Gompers with the Wilson ad¬ 
ministration and his interest in the creation of the League of Na¬ 
tions inclined him once again toward a Democratic candidate 
for President. Gompers asserted, however, that it was not the in¬ 
tention of his organization to pledge itself in support of any po¬ 
litical candidate “except as is done through the local union organi¬ 
zations.” The labor record of candidates was to be the only basis 
for such local endorsements, he continued. 30 

Despite such protestations, however, the partisanship of the 
president of the A. F. of L. was displayed for all to see. The Re¬ 
publican Party was called in labor’s official organ the “unqualified 
defender of the enemies of Labor.” 3,1 Harding was said to be for 
going backward; Cox was for going forward. “Senator Harding 

3J New York State, Legislature. Revolutionary Radicalism: Its History, Purpose and 
Tactics, Joint Committee investigating seditious activities (Lusk Committee) (Al¬ 
bany. 1920), III, 2147-2148. 

M Charles Edward Russell to A. M. Simons, January 2, 1920. Simons Papers, 
Wisconsin State Historical Association. 

31 See Teamsters Magazine, XVII (February, 1919), 11. 

New York Times, August 5, 1920. 

M Editorial, American Federationist, XXVII (July 1920), 656. 
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does not use the word ‘normal’; he speaks of ‘normalcy.’ The word 
is obsolete and so is the condition to which he would return,” 
Gompers declared. 37 In retrospect, William Green said that Cox 
had “a labor record that was unsurpassed.” Nothing Ohioan Green 
had ever sought had been denied by Cox. Yet, said President 
Green in 1928, the Executive Council of 1920 did not endorse 
Governor Cox, thinking it “unwise.” 38 

The American Federation of Labor stayed aloof in 1920 from 
the effort to swing labor support behind the candidacy of former 
Presidential candidate, and then Federal prisoner, Eugene V. Debs, 
although both the I.L.G.W.U. and the Amalgamated Clothing 
Workers endorsed him. ;1! ' The Socialists felt and said, as usual, that 
they spoke for the nation’s workers, so they denounced the in¬ 
difference of the Federation bitterly, saying that the A. F. of L. 
political policy in practice made it “an annex of the Democratic 
Party.” 40 The Railroad Brotherhoods, meanwhile, opposed Hard¬ 
ing vigorously, citing his vote on the Esch-Cummins Act (which 
had returned the railroads to private ownership after the war). 
They showed marked friendship for William G. McAdoo, Demo¬ 
cratic son-in-law of Woodrow Wilson, who had administered the 
railroads during the war and supported the Adamson eight-hour 
law. 

When Harding received the highest percentage of the vote a 
Republican Presidential candidate had ever received to that time, 
Gompers and the Federation were placed in a somewhat em¬ 
barrassing position, even though official endorsements had not 
been made by the national hierarchy. A number of industrialists 
and newspapers contended, nevertheless, that the Democratic de¬ 
feat was also a defeat for organized labor. The New York Times 
observed that the election showed that the trade unionist clearly 
would not vote as a trade unionist. 41 For his part, Gompers con- 


« Editorial, •••Normalcy* vs. P. ogress." ibid.. XXVII (October, 1920), 913. 
Executive Council Minutes, August. 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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sidered “reaction in the saddle,” but he claimed that fifty Congress¬ 
men who had been hostile to labor would not be back. With this 
in mind, he reasserted that “the American labor movement has 
long understood the fallacy and futility of political action through 
a separate and distinct third-party movement.” 42 
Organized labor would get no consideration whatsoever from 
the next administration, wrote Democrat Daniel J. Tobin, already 
a power in the Teamsters, and he claimed that the great bulk of 
union men had voted Democratic—except perhaps in California. 
He declared philosophically: 

The election is all over, so . . . bear this in mind, that no matter 
what party is in power, this splendid country of ours is bound 
to go along after we have all passed away. The same politi¬ 
cal arguments will confront the generations that follow us.' :< 

Gompers offered his services to the new administration and said 
hopefully that he knew Harding would be as much his President 
as anyone else’s. 44 

The Secretary of the Republican National Committee said that 
he could not see a victory for labor in the returns. He pointed out 
that Senators Wadsworth, Cummins, Watson, and Brandcgce had 
won despite strong labor opposition. Leaders of liberal-radical 
tendencies saw good portents in all this, however. Charles Edward 
Russell wrote A. M. Simons from the nation's capitol: 

If the reactionary program prepared by the Republicans is 
carried out we shall have a great tide running the other way in 
two years and then it may be possible to organize a radical pro¬ 
gressive movement equipped to cut ice. What do you think? 

The pitiful figure made by the Socialist party in the recent 
election, when it had so much in its favor and cast a smaller 
percentage of votes than in 1912, shows that absolutely nothing 
can be hoped for there/' 5 

By 1922, President Tobin of the Teamsters, strong supporter of 
Bryan and Wilson and convinced as early as 1920 that Alfred E. 

43 Editorial, ‘‘Reaction in the Saddle," American Federationist, XXVII (December, 
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Smith was “the best friend labor ever had ” 40 was beside himself 
with irritation at the way things were going. “Harding has sur¬ 
rounded himself with perhaps the most bigoted, anti-labor Repub¬ 
licans that can be found in this country,” he wrote, 4 ' and many 
union leaders fully agreed. 

The Clayton Act had proved a mirage for labor, as the Duplex 
Printing Company Case interpreted away the benefits labor thought 
it had won. The Hitchman Coal Case was another blow, and in 
1922 Gompers wrote, “Scarcely a day passes that does not witness 
the issuance of an injunction against the workers somewhere in 
the country. . . . The injunction menace is growing rapidly, not 
solely because injunctions are being issued with greater frequency 
but because courts constantly are occupying new ground and con¬ 
stantly widening the scope of their orders so as to make them cover 
a very widening classification of acts.” 48 The Harding appointment 
of Taft as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court infuriated Gompers. 
But within the Administration (internally seething) some voices 
passed happier judgment on President Harding. According to his 
Secretary of Labor, James J. Davis, Harding was fighting the 
twelve-hour day. 

Joe. 1 have been close to the President now for more than a 
year. I have talked to him about these things that mean so much 
to the American workmen and I know he is right and we will 
always find him a friend of those who toil. He has never yet 
turned me down and I am sure he never will. Of all the speeches 
he has made. I think the one in which he said of the American 
workman. "The workmen’s lowest wage must be enough for 
comfort, enough to make his house a home, enough to insure 
that the struggle for existence shall not crow'd out the things 
worth existing for,” is the best. 411 

Most labor leaders would have been unimpressed. Yet on Hard¬ 
ing’s death an A. F. of L. conference framed a resolution and 

4 Teamster r Magazine. XVIII (December, 1920), 5. 

47 Ibid.. XX (December, 1922). 12. 

4 " Document 65, Vote Book, February 8, 1922, A. F. of L. Papers. Quoted by Taft 
op. cit., 40t. The present writer wishes that at the time he wrote this chapter the 
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tions have been added as the result of reading Professor Taft’s volume. 
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Gompers presented it to President Calvin Coolidge personally. 
Sorrow was felt, for “it is a characteristic of our people that, differ 
though we may among ourselves, over matters of policy and prin¬ 
ciple, we have an unfailing regard and respect for the president and 
the presidency.” Moreover, 

Those who have sometimes opposed the president out of con¬ 
viction feel no less deeply grieved today than do those who have 
been his consistent supporters. For ourselves, partisanship has 
never been a personal question. It has been and must always be 
a matter of conviction and principle—a matter of judgment in 
relation to issues, but not in relation to men. Our hope and effort 
is for humanity within our republic and for the perpetuity of its 
institutions. . . . 

As to the future the wisest are blind and we cannot see what 
lies ahead. But we profer to the new president our wholehearted 
consideration and co-operation in all that goes for the upbuilding 
of our country and for the welfare of our people. 

It was a wise and a moving document. 


V 

In the meantime, representatives of discontented labor and 
farmer groups had met in Chicago in February, 1922, to form a 
Conference for Progressive Political Action.The depression of 
1920-1921 with its high prices had left much discontent in its 
wake. When seven railroad shop crafts went on what has been 
called the “Shopmen’s Strike” of 1922 and were forced to return 
to work finally under conditions which left them worse off than 
before, the Railroad Brotherhoods and the labor movement as a 
whole were greatly concerned and were ready to engage in more 
vigorous political methods. Vet the C.P.P.A. was not foreordained 
to independent political devices—a fact sometimes forgotten. 

‘"Text in Gompers to Coolidge. August 6. 1923. File 142. Coolidge Papers. Library 
of Congress. 

01 Kenneth C. MacKay, The Progressive Movement of 1924 (New York. 1947); 
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of 1924." Wisconsin Magazine of History. XXXIII (June. 1950). 444-457, arc very 
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As early as March 22, 1924, A. F. Whitney of the Trainmen and 
members of the Illinois branch of the C.P.P.A. endorsed McAdoo 
for the Democratic nomination. 02 It is often said that had the 
Democrats only nominated him rather than John W. Davis, there 
would have been no new Presidential ticket in the field in 1924. 03 
The newspaper Labor, established in 1919 as a means of further¬ 
ing the Plumb Plan, and the official organ of the Brotherhoods, 
ran pictures of McAdoo and Alfred E. Smith in the spring of 1924, 
in addition to praise for Robert M. La Follette. The railroad workers 
even had representatives lobbying in the Democratic convention 
for McAdoo."' 4 Still, the lengthy balloting and inability to com¬ 
promise which marked the Democratic convention gave the nomi¬ 
nation to a corporation lawyer who was willing to run on a plat¬ 
form which, it was considered obvious, “ignored the hopes and 
ideals and demands of labor.” 05 

Calvin Coolidge and the regulars of the Republican Party pos¬ 
sessed even less attraction for labor leaders and discontented farm¬ 
ers. Surviving politicians and others who had bolted the G.O.P. 
in 1912 to support Theodore Roosevelt, and who had carried on 
the old antimonopoly traditions of Progressivism into a new era, 
looked longingly about them for new leadership. Moreover, the 
Socialist Party was willing to lend its organization to the cause of 
a new political movement which might develop into a new party, 
especially a “federation” that would leave its separate elements 
intact.-™ 

It was under such circumstances, only briefly suggested here, 
that the Progressive Movement of 1924 came to select Robert M. 
La Follette and Burton K. Wheeler as its nominees. Would it gain 
the support of Samuel Gompers and the A. F. of L. in addition to 


“Walter F. McCaleb, Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen (New York, 1936), 
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Journal. November 4, 1924. 
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the Railroad Brotherhood chiefs, the Socialist Party, a variety of 
farm groups, many 1912 Progressives, and discontented reformers? 



The Executive Council of the A. F. of L. was sorely tempted to 
give an official endorsement to La Follette and Wheeler. Recog¬ 
nizing this sentiment, Gompers spent three weeks preparing a 
carefully phrased document blistering the two major parties and 
praising the new candidates, saying “if it takes the last bit of energy 
I have to put it in the La Follette campaign and for La Follette. 
The situation is entirely different from the previous campaigns.” 57 
An effort by Daniel J. Tobin of the Teamsters to get the Executive 
Council to name La Follette and Wheeler as endorsed candidates 
could not gain unanimous consent, apparently because William 
Green and one other member opposed the idea. Tobin withdrew 
it, and Gompers hastened to say, regarding the rejected concept 
of “endorsement,” that no other construction could be placed on 
what he had written than decided support for La Follette and 
Wheeler. But it was not an “endorsement,” even though Green 
would call it one in the retrospect of only four years.™ 

Soon a leaflet over the names of Gompers and other leaders, 
organized as a National Nonpartisan Political Campaign Commit¬ 
tee, urged, “Vote for your friends and defeat your enemies.” The 
cause was that of progress, justice, freedom, and democracy. “The 
platform and records of the Hon. Robert M. La Follette and the 
Hon. Burton K. Wheeler, independent candidates for the Presi¬ 
dency and Vice-presidency, have been declared to more nearly 
than any other, conform to the needs and desires of the great 
masses of our people and the organized wage earners and farmers 
in particular.” A. F. of L. units should therefore contribute money, 
organizers, speakers, and literature, for the struggle was against 


67 Executive Council Minutes. August 2. 1924. A. F. of L. Papers. (1 cannot explain 
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48 [x] LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 

“two powerful organizations which are defenders, advocates and 
apologists of special interests and privilege.” 50 
The Progressives of 1924 were more or less hopeful of organiz¬ 
ing a permanent political structure, but that was not the intent of 
A. F. of L. leaders as a whole. Over and over they warned that 
they were rewarding “friends” (that is, La Follette) and punishing 
“enemies” (the Presidential candidates of the major parties). They 
were not organizing a political party, they said. So far as Con¬ 
gressional races were concerned, organized labor was still pursuing 
the so-called “nonpartisan” political tactics which had brought 
good results in 1922. The Communists, meanwhile, failed utterly 
in an attempt to infiltrate the independent political movements of 
1924. Frustrated, in part it seems by the alertness of an ailing 
Samuel Gompers, 00 they claimed that “the great fraud of the 1924 
election is the ‘Labor’ endorsement of La Follette.” They called 
him an enemy of labor! 01 

One event behind the scenes, small in itself but illuminating to 
observers of labor politics, took place late in the election. The 
story is revealed in the photostats of two letters that found their 
way into Republican National Headquarters. It seems that La Fol¬ 
lette partisan L. E. Sheppard, president of the Order of Conduct¬ 
ors, wrote one Fred Stewart of division 364 of the union, Oakland, 
California, a letter criticizing him for organizing Coolidge Clubs. 
He began, 

You are no doubt aware that the General Legislative Committee 
of the Order by the authority vested therein endorsed Mr. La 
Follette and some of the money which members of the Order 
pay into the Protective Fund is being used to promote the Pro¬ 
gressive cause and to pile up as large a vote as possible for Mr. 

La Follette. The Order does not attempt to say to any member 
how he shall vote but if proper ethics are observed a member of 
the Order will not openly work for Coolidge or accept money 
from any other political party. Therefore, a member of the Order 
cannot consistently go out and work for Coolidge. 


•’•"Copy in file 142, Coolidge Papers. 
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Expulsion might result, even though the Order's laws “as yet do 
not specifically provide that a man who works for another political 
party and accepts money to support other candidates than those 
endorsed by the Order has violated his obligation but the members 
of a Division of the Order are his brother’s keeper as to his con¬ 
duct and if one should prefer charges against you on account of 
your political activities at this time and your Division should con¬ 
vict you for violation of unbecoming conduct, you might lose your 
membership.” 

The accused conductor answered with spirit. He explained point¬ 
edly that the length of time elapsing before his answer was due to 
his activity as a member of the Republican State Central Commit¬ 
tee organizing Coolidge-Dawes Clubs. He objected to the use of 
the Protective Fund for political purposes. “Your threat, by which 
you seek to coerce my vote and political activities, convinces me 
even more than ever that Samuel Gompers has been right all his 
life until now in keeping the Unions as organizations out of poli¬ 
tics.” Stewart contrasted the necessary unanimity of action in the 
trade union field with the diversity of action in the political field. 
“It will be fatal to Unionism if it ever undertakes by Union dis¬ 
cipline to coerce the vote or political course of the individual mem¬ 
ber. . . . While Unions ought to be out of politics, Union men 
ought to be in politics.” He would support Coolidge. I propose 
to continue in active support of my political belief. I deny your 
right to threaten or discipline me as a Union man for anything but 
a Union offense.” 02 While it cannot be presumed that the phrasing 
of this classic reply was independent of the best brains of Republi¬ 
can headquarters in California, the viewpoints expressed in the 
Sheppard-Stcwart correspondence deserve to be better known, for 
they shed a flood of light on the total problem of trade union in¬ 
volvement in party politics. 

When the campaign was over and the votes were counted, labor 
leaders naturally were disappointed that La Follette had not re¬ 
ceived more votes, but they rejoiced to think that they had done 

® Quoted from photostats of 1- E. Sheppard to Fred Stewart, October 6. 1924. and 
Stewart to Sheppard. October 27. 1924. file 1917. Coolidge Papers. The file also con¬ 
tains a pertinent exchange of telegrams among members of the Republican National 
Committee, who recognized its political value. 
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well in the Senate and House of Representatives. A. F. of L. lead¬ 
ers absolutely refused to see in the five million votes received by 
La Follette the nucleus of a party that might develop into an 
American version of the British Labour Party. They knew full 
well that the union leaders and the union rank and file had not 
supported La Follette as a unit. President Warren S. Stone in¬ 
formed the members of the Locomotive Engineers with his “usual 
bluntness” what he thought of this lack of labor unity: 

To those of you who either did not think enough of your fran¬ 
chise to register and vote (and more than one-half of you failed 
to register and vote), or else voted to return again the reaction¬ 
ary forces to power, we want to say that if the results of the 
next few years do not suit you, do not find fault with everyone 
else, but just remember you and you alone are to blame.™ 

Expenditures on behalf of the La Follette candidacy by labor had 
been modest in any event by later standards. 04 


VII 


No new party resulted from the Progressive Movement of 1924. 
As early as November 8 in Cleveland the chief executives of the 
Brotherhoods and several related unions met and adopted a mo¬ 
tion that they were not in favor of the establishment of a third 
party.'” Gompers hoped that the remaining partisans of third- 
party action would see the light now that they had “the cold figures 
before them.” In what would be about the last political advice he 
was ever to give his colleagues—indeed, an essay that comprised 
a political testament—Gompers wrote: 


•V3 


'|\ C r dtm S Lo'omoiive Engineers Journal. LVII (December, 1924), 889. 

XXVI (Sep,embcr * >«8). 16. for similar views in 

Ben E Ch-min to' f rr f ^ ,nforn,cd of S,one ‘ s enmity toward him. See 
Papers. * P ^ ° C Urk (Cool,dKC ‘ s secretary). May 2. 1924, file 174. Coolidge 

Pol " ,cal ***■» 

(January! ,C |925) / P L ° C0, " 0,ire Fircme " a »<l Enginemen’s Magazine. LXXV111 



51 


* < 



The results of the congressional elections have demonstrated 
again that which has been demonstrated over and over again. 
The non-partisan political policy of the American Federation of 
Labor is the only sound political policy for American workers 
and American farmers. There is no other policy that can pos¬ 
sibly produce results in the form of political power. 

The results of the presidential election prove the same thing, 
perhaps more strikingly. They prove that a labor political party 
would be a suicidal political venture. As a matter of democratic 
principle, American labor does not want a separate political party 
and as a matter of practical politics it is far too wise to indulge 
in any such futility. 00 

The political methods of the past, the elderly Gompers was advis¬ 
ing, would be the best ones to follow in the future. In his last ad¬ 
dress before an A. F. of L. convention, Gompers reminded trade 
union leaders that guided by voluntary principles the Federation 
had grown from a weakling into “the strongest, best organized 
labor movement of all the world.” "" His elected successor, William 
Green, soon made it plain by words and actions that, in politics, 
what had been good enough for Samuel Gompers was good enough 
for him. 

Immediately after the full election results were known, the Ex¬ 
ecutive Council of the American Federation of Labor sent a cir¬ 
cular letter to some newly elected members of Congress urging 
them to exercise great caution in making commitments before 
coming to Washington, “where you may possess yourself of full 
knowledge upon every subject laid before you for decision.” Surely 
they would not want “unwittingly” to serve the cause of reaction! 
(The letter was not sent into states where it was believed machines 
controlled votes.) The permission of each Council member was 
obtained before affixing his signature to this letter of political 
counsel. The replies were polite. 08 

It soon became apparent that the C.P.P.A. experiment would 
not survive the year 1925. In June of that year both Warren S. 
Stone, an important builder of the C.P.P.A., and Robert M. La 

m American Federationist, XXXI (December, 1924), 989-990. 

07 Reprinted in pamphlet form as Samuel Gompers * Creed (Washington, A. F. of 
L., 1934), quoted material from p. 7. 

•* A. F. of L. Circular Letter, November 8, 1924, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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Follette died. Both had been important to the movement. Stone, 
raised on a farm, had cherished the hope of uniting farmers and 
workers at the ballot box. 60 As for Wisconsin’s La Follette, no man 
was so well suited to lead so diverse a group. His sponsorship of 
the Seamen’s Act and other prolabor policies had won him the 
esteem of many union leaders. His support of government owner¬ 
ship of the railroads was the kind of action which the Socialist 
Party hoped to further, and his earlier opposition to America’s 
entry into the war had brought down upon his head many of the 
epithets devoted to the Socialists at the time. La Follette had 
spoken in the old Populist tradition against “the interests.” The 
California State Federation of Labor regretted the passing of “one 
of the greatest champions of justice in the affairs of government 
and a valiant fighter for the rights of oppressed people every¬ 
where.” 70 William Allen White listed the causes for which La Fol¬ 
lette had fought, and wrote. “He has been the true, unflinching 
friend of the man who toils, either in the shop, in the office, or on 
the farm. . . . We shall not see his like again for a generation.” 71 
Eventually he would be named one of America’s five great Sena¬ 
tors. Nevertheless, the diverse political movement he tried to lead 
failed to become a political party. 

The loss of leadership was devastating to the independent party 
movement, of course, but the reasons why no permanent new party 
could be built transcended individuals. The American federal sys¬ 
tem was itself a major factor. The unions had worked in 1922 and 
in other years to try to build a “friendly” Congress and friendly 
legislatures. Incumbents were Democrats and Republicans. If labor 
should launch out into new party paths, all past gains might be 
lost. If the new party were to prove unable to organize effectively 
and quickly in each state, there would be a period, perhaps a 
lengthy one, in which labor would be at the mercy of resentful 
legislators. What of county and city governments—also filled with 


His death was the occasion for a full, page-one editorial -roughly dictated" by 
La l-ollcttc as one of his last acts. "Warren Slone. Master Builder for Democracy," 
La , °“ e,,e A 5 Maxazine, XVII (June. 1925), 81. "In the campaign of 1924 no man 
contnbuted more than he to the establishment of an enduring Progressive movement." 
California State federation of Labor Proceedings, 1925, 37. 

•' One of scores of tributes printed in Lit Foliates Magazine. XVII (July, 1925). 
Quotation on p. 98. 
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Democratic and Republican officeholders? There had been virtually 
no Progressive candidates for the multitude of lesser offices 
throughout the nation in 1924. C.P.P.A. standard-bearers won 
only a meager handful of races for county commissioner, mayor, 
councilman, or alderman. State and local government evaded its 
grasp. Government in the United States, subdivided and scattered, 
is more than the Presidential office alone. Somehow, this truth had 
been mislaid by the enthusiasts of the day. The postmortem of the 
C.P.P.A. showed that leaders had learned a valuable lesson. David 
B. Robertson, president of the Locomotive Firemen and Engine- 
men said: 

As for the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen 
it allied itself with a C.P.P.A. on a non-partisan political basis. 
We arc made up of men of all political beliefs. Some, I guess, 
have none at all, like men in all walks of life. Some are dissatis¬ 
fied, perhaps with the present situation. Some have never been 
satisfied with either old party, but we are not a political party. 
We are a band of workers working along non-political lines, and 
1 leave it to some of you gentlemen and ladies who are advo¬ 
cating the third-party idea whether or not you would ask the 
chief executive of a band of workers of all political faiths, to 
assume the responsibility to speak for 120,000 members of your 
organization and try to affiliate them with a party, a political 
party. 72 


VIII 

The Coolidge Administration did not turn out to be a total dis¬ 
aster for labor, as had been feared. The Coolidge philosophy was 
hardly an aggressive one, as can be sensed in the President's letter 
to one union leader. “The interdependence of capital and labor is 
universally recognized, and only as they are able to work in har¬ 
mony through mutual understanding and agreement may we expect 

73 Typed Minutes of the Conference for Progressive Political Action. February 21, 
1925, pp. 87-88. Library of Congress. The present writer's interpretation of the 
C.P.P.A. demise derives chiefly from an intensive seminar study conducted in 1948 
under Edgar Eugene Robinson. The Hopkins Transportation Library, Stanford, con- 
tains all pertinent Railroad Brotherhood periodicals. 
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to have the most satisfactory business conditions,” 73 Coolidge 
wrote, clearly in the mainstream of the day. His secretary of labor 
thought the economic situation, except for the mines, entirely sat¬ 
isfactory. “Day by day we are learning the wisdom of a true spirit 
of cooperation in industry,” he told the President. 74 Frank Kent, a 
Democratic newspaperman of the time, waxed ironic on “Silent 
Cal”: 

More and more the man amazes me. He is so thin minded, so 
astonishingly small in his mental range and weak in his grasp, 
yet with a cunning, shrewdness and solemnity that enables him 
to keep perched on the very peak of popularity, with every busi¬ 
ness Babbitt in the country believing him of heroic size. 75 

In the off-year senatorial contests of 1926 the A. F. of L. sup¬ 
ported Wilson over Vare (Pennsylvania), Wagner over Wadsworth 
(New York), Walsh over Butler (Massachusetts), Barkley over 
Ernst (Kentucky), and Hayden over Cameron (Arizona). Blaine 
(Wisconsin) and Brookhart (Iowa) were supported and Willis 
(Ohio) opposed. There was no general endorsement of candidates 
for Congress, but a few letters went out from headquarters. 76 
There was some belated A. F. of L. liaison with the Railroad 
Brotherhoods. 77 Early in the year the Los Angeles Central Labor 
Council undertook to explain to President Green how it handled 
political matters in what was then a normally Republican area. 
Members were urged to register Republican; in that way, primaries 
could be influenced. In state matters the Central had “a fairly well 
defined policy" to accept in toto the recommendations of the Cali¬ 
fornia State Federation of Labor. In national politics it followed 
the A. F. of L. 78 In reply, Green said: 

' J Calvin Coolidge to John T. Wood. President. Operative Potters, May 21, 1926, 
File PPF 1512, Coolidge Papers. 

‘James J. Davis to Coolidge (Memo), November 6, 1925, Box 356. Coolidge 
Papers. File 3393 contains correspondence on the Railway Mediation Law. 

■ • Frank Kent, Baltimore San, to Franklin D. Roosevelt, October 9, 1925, Roosevelt 
Papers. 

:o William Green to T. A. Rickert, November 13. 1926, A. F. of L. Papers. 

:T Green to Edward Keating, August 6, 1926; W. C. Roberts to Green, October 26, 
1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

w Secretary L.A.C.L.C. to Green. January 26, 1926, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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No doubt each state federation of labor and city central body 
must adopt policies that are governed by local conditions. The 
principle that should not be forgotten is that whatever tactics 
are used they must all have one object and that is a careful car¬ 
rying out of the non-partisan political policy of the American 
Federation of Labor. 70 

Early in 1927 an important New York labor official forwarded 
President Green a report that the National Association of Manu¬ 
facturers was preparing a “platform of American industry” to 
present to the 1928 party conventions, 

All of which means that you no doubt may want to start your 
preparation now and get the proper endorsement and authority 
put through at the [AFL] convention in October of this year, 
so that it will be all ready for the political conventions next 
year, and maybe organize a national campaign to bring the force 
and effect of the American Federation of Labor’s requests upon 
the delegates to these national conventions from the various 
states through agitation by the various state federations, central 
bodies, local unions, and international unions. 80 

Green said he would take the matter up at the forthcoming Execu¬ 
tive Council meeting. In an address a few weeks later he discussed 
“Labor and Injunctions,” thus foreshadowing the issue that would 
be stressed the coming year. 81 When Hugh Frayne, an A. F. of L. 
organizer, defended the nonpartisan political policy of the Federa¬ 
tion on the radio in July, Green praised the speech warmly, con¬ 
cluding, “It meets with my entire approval.” 82 

The United Mine Workers Convention in 1927 debated seven 
resolutions calling for labor party formation. The resolutions com¬ 
mittee substituted a resolution with a far different point of view. 
“We do not think the time opportune to directly affiliate ourselves 
with any political organization . . the nonpartisan policy had 

™ Green to Secretary, L.A.C.L.C., February 10, 1926, A. F. of L. Papers. In 1927 
a miniature boomlct of Green as Democratic candidate for U. S. President was at¬ 
tempted by a reporter for the Columbus, Ohio, Dispatch (issue of August 2, 1927), 
and the Ohio Federation secretary-treasurer was alarmed, thinking it a plot to show 
Green’s long Democratic afTiliation. Green said the reporter was just “over zealous.” 
T. J. Donnelly to Green, August 5, 1927; Green to Donnelly, August 19, 1927, A. F. 
of L. Papers. 

m Peter J. Brady to Green, May 3, 1927, A. F. of L. Papers. 

Hi Copy in A. F. of L. Library. 
w Green to Frayne, July 15, 1927, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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succeeded in various parts of the country. One Socialist delegate 
disagreed, saying, “We are being led by sheep without a leader. 
We march to the polls disorganized in every way. . . . There is in 
my opinion no hope outside of the political field.” He wanted a 
labor party, but one free of Communist or even Socialist control. 
Another delegate argued. 

In the first place, we live in a nation where there are 42,000,000 
working men and women, and there are not five million of those 
people organized industrially and economically. I feel that our 
biggest task is to organize the trade union movement before we 
are to organize a political party in America. 83 

The echoes of Debs, Stone, La Follette, Gompers—all gone—re¬ 
mained to be debated in the late 1920s. 

IX 

At the American Federation of Labor convention in Los Angeles 
in October, 1927, Socialist labor leader Max S. Hayes urged, as 
on innumerable past occasions, that labor travel down the path of 
independent political action. There should be an alliance like that 
of 1924, he told delegates. If the A. F. of L. could not get a 
decent hearing from the old parties at the conventions of 1928, 
a national conference should be called and “an independent stand” 
taken. This would “show the old line bosses that they do not own 
the workers of this country, body, soul and breeches, as they be¬ 
lieve they do.” 

After other delegates had spoken, President Green arose to say 
that the Federations wanted relief from the injunction “now.” The 
“non-political policy” (sic) had brought state and national legisla¬ 
tion comparable to that of other countries. Workmen’s compensa¬ 
tion legislation had been passed in forty-three of the forty-eight 
states. The British unions, after all, had their Trade Union Act to 
complain over just as the A. F. of L. had the injunction. Various 
members of the United States Senate spoke for labor. Green said, 
mentioning the younger La Follette, Norris, and Shipstead. There 
were Congressmen there “who readily recognize and admit that 

^ United Mine Workers Proceedings. 1927. 199-209. 
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they owe their elections very largely to the support which labor 
gives them in their respective districts.” More were needed: 

We are not ready to have the great American labor movement 
isolate itself, to stand separate and apart from its friends and 
sympathizers, to withdraw its political support in co-operation 
with its friends from behind those who are for us and against 
those who are our enemies. . . . 

I look forward to a brighter and a better day. We are going 
to correct these evils: we are going to make an impression; we are 
going to elect our friends; we are going to defeat our enemies; 
and we are going to do it through the exercise of the sovereign 
rights conferred upon the working men and their families in 
this country. There is no wrong which we suffer that cannot be 
righted when the conscience of the people is sufficiently aroused 
so that public opinion will stand with us. K4 

Later in the convention debate a delegate interrupted to ask if it 
were not true that the next Congress would have in it, as the result 
of the nonpartisan policy of the Federation, a group of ‘‘progres¬ 
sive, forward-looking United States Senators” holding the balance 
of power? “I think you are right on that,” said Green." 5 

The political pattern to be followed in 1928 had already been 
set. It would be the policy of 1908 and of 1920, in short, the policy 
of Samuel Gompers which had first been clearly enunciated in 
1906. It was not for nothing that the new president of the Ameri¬ 
can Federation of Labor had said after his election to stewardship 
on behalf of the labor movement in 1924, “It shall ever be my 
steadfast purpose to adhere to those fundamental principles of 
trade unionism so ably championed by Mr. Gompers and upon 
which the superstructure of organized labor rests.” M,i But greater 
efforts in the political arena were in the wind. Conscious of its 
past and hopeful for the future, the American trade union move¬ 
ment girded its loins on the eve of the Presidential Election of 1928 
to utilize traditional political methods in pursuit of traditional 
economic objectives. 

Hl William Green to the A. F. of L. convention at Los Angeles, October 11, 1927, 
A. F. of L. Proceeding, 1927, 304-305. 

Ibid., p. 307. The Progressives would hold the balance of power in the new Con¬ 
gress, said an editorial after the 1926 elections, l^a Follene's Magazine, XXVIII 
(November, 1926), 161. 

Quoted by Jacob Perlman, “Labor’s Ncv\ Head is Real Leader,” La Follene's 
Magazine, XVII (February, 1925), 21. 



Chapter 3 


Jockeying for 
Party Position 


THE METICULOUS PLANNING in American Presidential Elec¬ 
tions is conducted by small groups behind closed doors. Leaders 
make plans; strategies are born; and there is give-and-take which 
ultimately results in appeals to groups and individuals by the po¬ 
litical party and its nominees. The names of possible candidates 
are advanced for discussion (with one eye on their reception in 
the press and by recognized groups). Candidates potentially weak 
in popular appeal are virtually eliminated. Few records of this 
hidden activity are kept, and it is years before the public hears 
what really happened—if, indeed, they ever know. There is at 
election time a choice among alternatives, but the nature and in¬ 
tensity of the alternatives is determined long before much public 
interest is aroused. 

The planning for 1928 took place far in advance, in accordance 
with custom. On February 3, 1927, for example, the biographer 
Henry F. Pringle revealed to Franklin D. Roosevelt his intention 
to write a campaign biography of Alfred E. Smith. “Needless to 
say it will, on the whole, be friendly.” It was his hope that the 
book would “enable the people of the country to get a clear picture 
of the real Smith. This should be of great benefit in the coming 
convention.” 1 

1 Pringle to Roosevelt, February 3. 1927. Roosevelt Papers. 
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Sometimes in memoirs the participants in the quiet game of 
“king-making” tell how it was done. James W. Gerard has de¬ 
scribed, for example, how in the winter of 1927-1928 a group of 
New York Democratic leaders met for dinner at the Vanderbilt 
Hotel at least every ten days to discuss ways and means of gaining 
the Democratic nomination for Governor Smith. The meetings 
were almost like conspiracies and cabals, he recalled years later. 
“The dinners were mysterious and secret; we went in by the side 
door of the hotel in cloak-and-dagger style.” 2 While Smith did 
attain the nomination, the efforts of these enthusiastic “conspira¬ 
tors” were by no means solely responsible. Among other things, 
the Governor needed substantial support from the leaders of par¬ 
ticular groups in the population. To gain that support he worked 
to place himself on the record in a favorable light on many matters 
of vital interest to them. On some aspects, of course, silence was 
thought a virtue. The same things could be said of the precon¬ 
vention candidacy of Herbert C. Hoover and of other serious 
Presidential possibilities. 


I 

Organized labor was one group which even in pre-Wagner Act 
days was well worth cultivating; at the very least it was not to be 
antagonized needlessly. To appeal successfully to union men and 
their leaders it was first necessary to know what the leaders of the 
American Federation of Labor wanted most. What legislation 
would they want in 1928 from the Congress? What was the mini¬ 
mum to be expected of a “friendly” candidate for President? When 
and how would labor leaders make their desires known? 

In considering these matters, one must believe that political bar¬ 
gaining is timeless and appropriate in a democracy. The publicly 
and privately expressed attitudes of the potential candidates and 


2 James W. Gerard, My First Eighty-Three Years in America (New York, 1951), 
p. 313. A pioneering article which stressed the importance of small groups of party 
leaders in American politics is Edgar E. Robinson, “Realities in Politics,'’ New 
Republic , XXIV (November 3, 1920), 237-239. See also his “The Place of Party 
in the Polilical History of the United States” in Proceedings of the Pacific Coast 
Branch of the American Historical Association, 1928, pp. 11-36. 
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those of union leaders on labor issues are jointly important. We 
must try to see the jockeying for position that takes place in a 
democratic republic long before the national conventions convene. 
This will be the story of preconvention political bargaining between 
labor leaders and political parties in 1928. 

As soon as the 1927 convention of the American Federation of 
Labor had adjourned, its Executive Council started planning pres¬ 
sure activities for the 1928 election. 3 President William Green 
stepped up his speechmaking, giving twenty-eight addresses from 
October 1, 1927 to January 17, 1928, and making twenty trips. 
(Another sixty-four invitations to speak were declined.) Corre¬ 
spondence in that short period came to 2,400 letters. 4 The most 
important work of the Council at its Miami meeting in January 
would be the building of a national organization capable of attract¬ 
ing attention to the demands of labor/’ As Green put it, “Labor 
expects to exercise just as great, if not a greater, influence in the 
1928 national political campaign as in any previous campaign, 
not excepting 1916.” 0 

At the state level in 1927, the respective federations were already 
giving thought to 1928 politics. The president of the Illinois State 
Federation of Labor wrote a letter of inquiry to the group’s chief 
counsel asking specific instructions on how to elect friendly precinct 
committeemen and what their duties were, etc. Did they play a 
role in influencing the appointment of judges? If so, because of the 
“injunction situation,” this data would be useful. The reply said it 
should not be hard to get control of county committees of parties, 
since “people generally do not realize the importance of the of¬ 
fice.” 7 Commenting on the exchange of letters, one judge wrote, 
“You are on the right track at last.” He suggested, “Impress upon 
the organization not to make so much noise about their work and 
plans. Real politicians always work quietly.” And he urged work 

1 Report of the Executive Council November 19, 1928, in American Federation 
of Labor Proceedings, 1928, 75. 

4 Unsigned memorandum prepared for Executive Council Meeting, Miami, dated 
January 17, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers, Washington, D. C. 

0 Statement of President William Green, in New York Times, January 26, 1928. 

a New York Times, January 25, 1928. 

■ John H. Walker to A. C. Lewis, December 26, 1927; Lewis to Walker, Decem¬ 
ber 30, 1927, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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in both parties, for “there is nothing like having both ends of a 
rope.” * (Election of union men, as such, was not a good idea, ac¬ 
cording to the Federation man.) In Milwaukee, meanwhile, the 
state leaders of the Wisconsin Federation discussed the election of 
a candidate for circuit court judge with the hope that a candidate 
could be produced who would “stand up for Labor.” If only one 
such could be found, “we would be willing to support him.” ” 

The A. F. of L. planned to have a Nonpartisan Political Cam¬ 
paign Committee direct its election activities. The presence on it 
of President Green, Vice President Matthew Woll, and Secretary 
Frank Morrison was something of a guarantee that the committee 
would act in practice as the alter ego of the Council itself. 1 " Labor 
leaders plainly hoped by this early announcement of pressure plans 
to put the politicians of the United States on notice that the unions 
expected favorable consideration during the coming campaign. It 
was announced pointedly that the Federation would work in the 
primaries for friendly delegates to the party conventions and seek 
to elect “friends” of labor in both the primaries and the general 
election. So that politicians would understand what was involved, 
it was announced that the A. F. of L. consisted of 106 national 
and international unions with 3,500,000 members, 11 48 state fed¬ 
erations, four departments, and 749 city central bodies. (In Janu¬ 
ary, 1928, the magazine American Federationist had 1071 
subscribers, an increase of 100 in a year.) Candidates for all of¬ 
fices —national, state, and local—would be judged friendly or un¬ 
friendly on the basis of past records and the pledges they made to 
frown on offensive labor legislation. The Council announced that 
nonpartisan committees were already being formed by local, dis¬ 
trict, and state union bodies. 12 

"Louis Bcrnrculcr (Third Judicial Circuit, III.) to Walker, January 2, 1928, 
A. F. of L. Papers. 

• Minutes, Executive Board, January 7, 1928, Wisconsin State Federation of Labor 
Papers, Wisconsin State Historical Society. 

lo The other members were James E. O’Connell, head of the Metal Trades Depart¬ 
ment, and Martin F. Ryan. 

11 Detailed figures on union membership compiled from union sources by Profes¬ 
sor Leo Wolman appear in Ebb and Flow in Trade Unionism (New York, 1936). 
His figures arc a close approximation based on numerous factors. 

,J New York Times, January 25, 1928. 
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Rumors came out of the Miami meeting that the Federation 
would demand above all else a law to give relief from court in¬ 
junctions. It was also said to want 2.75 per cent beer, action against 
child labor, continued immigration restrictions, relief for veterans, 
and “probably” farm relief. The direct primary must be retained, 
said the labor leaders. It was guessed that the action on beer had 
been urged by the National Brewery Workers. 13 

To kick off the pressure campaign of 1928, the officers of the 
A. F. of L. mailed a circular on February 11 “To All Organized 
Labor”—its affiliated unions, state federations, city centrals, and 
35,000 local unions. They were urged to prepare for an active 
campaign, forming committees to work for the re-election of pro¬ 
gressive congressmen if they had not already done so. “Support 
by your votes only those candidates who have proved the genuine¬ 
ness of their service, or desire for service, to the people and to 
labor,” it said. 14 In the activity of A. F. of L. leaders at this time 
there was no sign of favoritism toward any party or Presidential 
candidate, only repeated warnings about the desirability of being 
a good friend to labor. 

In March a number of letters were sent to local unions in Wis¬ 
consin, Illinois, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, 
Ohio, Arkansas, Tennessee, Montana, and other states. These re¬ 
vealed the favorable attitude displayed by “progressive” members 
of Congress during the first session of the Seventieth Congress. 
The motto for the year would be “stand faithfully by our 

FRIENDS AND ELECT THEM, OPPOSE OUR ENEMIES AND DEFEAT 

Them.” All this activity was later said to have aroused “great in¬ 
terest” throughout the nation in labor’s campaign,” 16 although 


Ibid., January 21, 1928. 

14 A. F. of L. Circular Letter of February 11, 1928, Book 6, A. F. of L. Papers; 
also Report of the Executive Council, A. F. of L. Proceedings, 1928, 75. For a 
detailed report on 32 years of pressure activity in a Southern state, see W. C. Birth¬ 
right, ‘‘Tennessee Federation of Labor’’ American Federationisl, (November, 1928), 
1316, 1318. This enthusiastic account by the secretary of the state federation should 
be compared with the charges of low labor standards in Tennessee made by Addison 
T. Cutler of Fisk University in “Labor Legislation in Thirteen Southern States,” 
Southern Economic Journal, VII (January, 1941), 297, 316. The labor official in 
effect compared the results after years of effort with what had been before; Professor 
Cutler compared what he found with what might be. 

JS Report of the Executive Council, A. F. of L. Proceedings, 1928, 76-77, 75. 
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this was an obvious exaggeration. On March 19, high officials of 
the Boilermakers, the Machinists, the Railroad Brotherhoods, and 
the A. F. of L. met in Washington to iron out existing political dif¬ 
ferences. The meeting was necessitated by a heritage of disagree¬ 
ment on the use of the Howell-Barkley Bill as a “record vote’’ for 
candidate endorsement purposes. The conferees agreed to use it, 



‘•Neutral” (Knott in the Dallas News) 








64 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


D. B. Robertson and E. J. Manion of the Railway Labor Execu¬ 
tives Association expressing pleasure that fundamental agreement 
had been reached. 16 

The special efforts which the unions directed against the injunc¬ 
tion received some attention at the time. An understanding of this 
anti-injunction agitation of 1928 is vital to any consideration of 
union pressure politics in the election and is fully deserving of our 
interest. 


II 

In the public New Year's Day greeting traditional to his office, 
President William Green appealed for cooperation between capital 
and labor. The burden rested squarely on employers. If they con¬ 
tinued experiments with company unions and welfare plans in an 
effort to oppose the standard unions and continued to rely on in¬ 
junctions to break strikes, said Green, the flame of industrial hate 
would be fanned. The New York Times replied that cooperation 
begets cooperation. Two weeks later Green returned to this theme 
before the Chicago Bar Association, calling the injunction “a real 
grievance against which labor emphatically complains, smarting 
under a deep sense of wrong and injustice.” Labor was determined, 
he said, to seek legislative redress. 17 

To dilute the impression given by some overly ardent C.I.O. 
protagonists and even more recent accounts that A. F. of L. lead¬ 
ership of the twenties was totally asleep on social, legal, and politi¬ 
cal questions, one may consider what hitherto unused records show 
about the way President Green went about getting ready for the 
injunction fights of 1928. Circular letters were sent on January 3 
to major union headquarters asking information on injunctions 
declared against them in the past two years. A similar letter and 

,n Various letters in file "Misc., 1928." A. F. of L. Papers. 

17 New York Times, January 2, 3, 14, 1928. Felix Frankfurter and Nathan Greene, 
The Labor Injunction (New York, 1930) is the classic work on the subject indicated 
hy its title. See especially Chap. IV. Two valuable articles by Paul F. Brissenden 
are ‘The Campaign Against the Labor Injunction," American Economic Review, 
XXIII (March, 1933), 42-54, and "The Labor Injunction," Political Science Quar¬ 
terly, XL\ III (September, 1933), 413-450. Harry A. Miilis and Royal E. Montgom¬ 
ery, Organized Labor (New York. 1945), 629-651 summarize developments. 
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additional data were sent to national union leaders on January 21. 
The I.L.G.W.U. was revealed to have had a total of nine injunc¬ 
tions, 1926-1927, the Mine Workers 25 from 1924 to 1927, and 
the Teamsters five (1926-1927). Other bodies had been less af¬ 
fected. The central wording of 29 injunctions, most of them recent 
but some going back to 1913, was included. Typically, the injunc¬ 
tions enjoined unions from doing a wide variety of things, for 
example, picketing on public roads or “past, near, or in the vi¬ 
cinity” of a mine, singing songs of a threatening nature in the hear¬ 
ing of plaintiff’s employees, annoying those seeking work with the 
plaintiff, inducing men to strike, and, of course, damaging property 
or engaging in violent acts. 18 

At the Council’s Miami meeting Green expressed the hope that 
remedial action might be forthcoming from the current session of 
Congress. Denying that the Council had given up hope of this and 
was preparing its appeal instead for presentations to the national 
conventions of the parties in June, he informed reporters that 120 
union representatives would soon assemble in Washington to dis¬ 
cuss the injunction and see what could be done about it. 

The measure on which labor pinned its hopes in the first session 
of the Seventieth Congress bore the name of Senator Shipstcad, 
Farmer-Laborite from Minnesota. The bill was introduced on De¬ 
cember 12, 1927, and was referred to the Committee on the Ju¬ 
diciary. It then went to a subcommittee composed of Senators 
Blaine of Wisconsin, Walsh of Montana, and Norris of Nebraska. 1 " 
Because the bill bore the Shipstcad name, a special effort was made 
as early as February to get labor in his state behind his re-election. 
The injunction was called, in the course of this effort, an abuse of 
ihe equity power. 

This power is absolute, irresponsible and personal. It deals 
with danger to property that is immediate and irreparable and 
is now made to supersede law. Many labor men feel that if it 
is allowed to continue in its present form it will ultimately de¬ 
stroy American institutions as well as nullify the efforts and 
work of organized labor.- 0 

'• File “Circular letters," Book 6, A. F. of L. Papers. 

Congressional Record, 70th Confess. 1st Sess., p. 10,050. 

"A. F. of L. Circular Letter to secretaries of centrals and locals in St. Paul, 
Duluth, and Minneapolis (221 in all), February 6, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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Hearings were held on the Shipstead bill from February 8 to 
March 22. 

Testifying for the A. F. of L. were President Green; John P. 
Frey, author of a book on the injunction; Andrew Furuseth, writer 
of many anti-injunction articles; and Frank Morrison. Morris L. 
Ernst appeared for the American Civil Liberties Union. Repre¬ 
sentatives of the National Association of Manufacturers and the 
Association of Railway Executives led the opposition. 21 Although 
the original text of the bill had been only a single sentence limiting 
the jurisdiction of equity courts to matters concerning “tangible 
and transferable” property, the version that finally emerged from 
the subcommittee was more comprehensive and wordy and in¬ 
cluded a prohibition on “yellow-dog” contracts. 22 

In his testimony William Green told the committee, “we are 
suffering from a very serious grievance. All working men and 
women of America are conscious of this fact. They feel they must 
have legislative relief.” 23 Over 600 injunctions had been issued in 
1927 alone, he said, and he quoted with approval from an address 
of George Warton Pepper, in which, after describing the number 
and extent of injunctions, the noted legal authority who had suc¬ 
ceeded to the Senate seat of Boies Penrose observed: 

Naturally enough, during the past two decades there have been 
hitler protests from the ranks of labor. To the striker it seems 
like tyranny to find such power exercised, not by a jury of one’s 
neighbors, but by a single official who is not elected but ap¬ 
pointed, and that for life, and whose commission comes from 
a distant and little-understood source. 24 

The president of the American Federation of Labor made it plain 
that the unions did not oppose in principle the use of injunctions 
to protect property; what he objected to was their “wrongful 
use.” In a concise remark which the newspapers quoted the next 

;i U- S. Congress, Senate, Limiting Scope of Injunction in Labor Disputes. Hear¬ 
ings before a subcommittee of the Committee on the Judiciary, 70th Congress, 1st 
Scss. (1928). 

l or texts see ibid., p. 1, and Congressional Record, 70th Congress, 1st Sess., 
pp. 20050-10051. 

Limiting Scope of Injunctions in Labor Disputes, p. 37. 

-* Ibid., p. 38. Address before two bar associations in 1924. 

26 Ibid., p. 41. 
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day he said, “If organized labor has the right to exist, it should be 
permitted to function. If it has no right to exist, it should be limited 
by legislation and not through the courts.” - fl These comments were 
in line with an earlier remark of Senator Shipstead that government 
by injunction was government by men, not by law. 27 


Ill 

During the late spring and summer of 1928, A. F. of L. leaders, 
hopeful of improving on the Shipstead Bill, began a quiet but in¬ 
tensified effort to pick the brains of leading legal thinkers. A new 
bill was drafted by Edwin E. Witte, Donald Richberg, Herman 
Oliphant, and Felix Frankfurter. Witte wrote Green that the bill 
had been “hastily put together”; the Shipstead Bill, like the Clayton 
Act, had been far too general, so some improvement had been 
made. Frankfurter thought the new bill satisfactory, while Rich¬ 
berg opined that “the bill, as drafted, would not prevent the use 
of injunctions in labor disputes.” But evils would be cut very con¬ 
siderably, with the judiciary no longer being, as in the past, a strike¬ 
breaking agency. 

President Green on July 6 sent the new bill proposal to twenty- 
nine authorities, among them Morris Hillquit, George Warton Pep¬ 
per, Robert Wagner, Fiorello La Guardia, and Roscoe Pound. To 
each he wrote. 

The American Federation of Labor has a difficult problem in 
which I would much appreciate your help—that of getting relief 
from injunction abuse. Will you help us? We want very much 
the benefit of your judgment on the enclosed bill reported by the 
Sub-Committee of the Senate Committee on Judiciary to the full 
committee. The proposal is based upon a new approach to this 
problem which Labor has never considered before. In your 
opinion would this bill prevent the use of injunctions in labor 
disputes? 

While no payment was offered, substantial answers were received. 
Pound said the Shipstead Bill would have achieved “nothing at 


* New York Times , February 12, 1928. 

71 Limiting Scope of Injunctions in Labor Disputes , p. 10. 
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all.” The new one was “exceptionally well drawn” and would 
achieve its object, so far as legislation could do it. Charles E. Clark 
of Yale Law School said, “I fear the bill will not succeed to any 
great extent in achieving its objects.” It would in any event be 
declared unconstitutional. John A. Ryan, however, thought it 
offered the very best remedy for the evil “you can hope to get 
through Congress at the present time or in the near future.” Several 
respondents thought it more important that labor prepare adequate 
briefs and contest cases properly than just seek remedies in legis¬ 
lation.By the summer of 1929 Green would say on the matter 
of the Shipstead Bill, “. . . the more we think of it the more we 
think it is not what we want after all.” 29 

While no remedial legislation passed in 1928, the hearings on 
the Shipstead Bill did help the cause of the labor leaders. They 
served in part to clarify the nature of the remedies organized labor 
would ask of Congress in later years, and of more immediate im¬ 
portance, they served as a good medium for publicity. They did 
not have the result of taking the injunction out of the election cam¬ 
paign. It was still a vital labor issue. The injunction abuse recurred 
over and over in 1928 as a favorite theme for speeches by labor 
leaders and for editorials in the labor press. 30 

Few hints of significant campaign expenditures by unions appear 
in 1928 issues of the New York Times or union journals. The day 
of big union money in national politics lay ahead. 31 When Hoover, 


M For correspondence in this matter see the file “Attomeys-Injunction Bill, 1928,” 
A. F. of L. Papers. 

® Minutes, Executive Council, August 8-20, 1929, A. F. of L. Papers. 

For examples, see the lead editorial, “Labor’s Petition for Redress," American 
Federations, XXXV (March, 1928), 273-274, and reprints of speeches delivered at 
a Cooper Union anti-injunction rally by Dr. Worth Tippy of the Federal Council of 
Churches entitled ’injunction Abuse,” and Rev. John A. Ryan of the National 
Catholic Welfare Council, “The Labor Injunction in the Light of Justice” in ibid., 
pp. 287-288, 290-293. For later examples sec the American Federationist for August, 
1928, and Official Magazine, International Brotherhood of Teamsters, Chauffeurs, 
Stablemen and Helpers of America, XXV (November, 1928), 5-12, hereafter cited 
as Teamsters Magazine. 

1 James K. Pollock, Jr., does not mention labor union contributions in his survey, 
“Campaign Funds in 1928,” American Political Science Review, XXIII (February, 
1929), 59-69. This might be compared with Louise Overacker a decade later in 
“Labor’s Political Contributions," Political Science Quarterly, LIV (March, 1939), 
56-68, or with heavy union contributions in 1936. Investigation of Campaign Ex¬ 
penditures in 1936, Report of the special committee to investigate campaign expendi¬ 
tures ... in 1936, Congressional Record. 75th Congress, 1st Sess., pp. 127-133. 



0 JOCKEYING FOR PARTY POSITION 


69 


Smith and others appeared before the special Senate committee 
investigating preconvention campaign funds, no questions about 
the role organized labor or its money might play in 1928 seem to 
have been raised. 32 

It was almost as though nobody cared what union leaders or 
union members might do politically in 1928. That this was not 
the case will appear shortly. Party leaders had not left the labor 
vote out of their calculations, especially since labor could on oc¬ 
casion lobby successfully in the Congress and in the states. 33 

IV 

It is not easy to discover what labor leaders thought or did about 
the preconvention candidacies of Hoover and Smith, but what they 
said sometimes appears in the record. Union journals were guarded 
in the comments they ventured to make. The newspaper Labor, 
organ of the railroad brotherhoods, was alarmed at the thought of 
Charles G. Dawes at the head of the Republican ticket; its columns 
reveal the efforts of the railroad men in Ohio, Indiana, and else¬ 
where to defeat him in the primaries. Except for the noncommittal 
observation by William Green in March that Smith and Hoover 
seemed “the strongest men in their parties,” 34 there is little evi¬ 
dence of public preconvention comment by union leaders on the 
Presidential race. Congress received much attention, perhaps be¬ 
cause the nominations of the well-known Governor of New York 
and the Secretary of Commerce seemed probable in the spring of 
1928, 3B while the nominees for seats in the Congress were far from 
certain. 

One labor leader did not mind sticking his neck out on the Presi¬ 
dential race. Democrat Daniel J. Tobin had supported Wilson in 
1916 and Cox in 1920, followed other union leaders by supporting 

82 New York Times , May 10 and 11, 1928, carried many columns on the investi¬ 
gation. 

83 Successful lobbying by the National Federation of Postal Employees in 1928 has 
been described in Morion Robert Godine, The Labor Problem in the Federal Service 
(Cambridge, Mass. 1951), pp. 200-2. 

14 New York Times , March 12, 1928. 

3i Note as a single example, “Smith-Hoover Contest Looming,*' Literary Digest, 
XCV1I (May 5, 1928), 12. 
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La Follette in 1924, and made it a lifelong habit to comment on 
political matters in the journal of his union. He considered his post 
as editor of its magazine second only to that as union president. 
The magazine in those years was his personal organ, carrying no 
advertisements and little not written by Tobin personally. Indiana 
politics, national politics, New York politics—all politics was of 
interest to Tobin; for years the man who assumed the presidency 
of the Teamsters in 1907 wrote as he pleased. 30 The evolution of 
his 1928 political attitude is worth introducing here. To Tobin, 
then A. F. of L. treasurer, the Coolidge message of December 5, 
1927 had been “long and tiresome.” With other members of the 
Executive Council and John L. Lewis, Tobin had called on Cool¬ 
idge in mid-November to ask that he say something about the 
serious abuse of the injunction. The group explained that workers 
suffered, and it made various requests, none of which had any 
effect on the Coolidge message in Congress. “President Coolidge 
is finishing up his administration without having done very much 
one way or the other. He will be leaving Washington in March, 
1929, and in one or two years will be almost completely forgot¬ 
ten.” So said Tobin, longing for the days of greats like T. Roosevelt 
and Wilson. Perhaps the fact that labor had been “rebuffed and 
kicked about” would arouse it to vote for friends and defeat 
enemies. He hoped so. 

In January, Tobin discussed the candidates. // no progressive 
could get the Republican nomination, Hoover would be the first 
choice of organized labor, Tobin wrote. Of the Democrats, Smith 
would be by far the greatest friend labor could have as President. 37 
In any event politicians were put on warning that organized labor 
could support the candidate and the party giving it the greatest 
consideration. Labor was becoming more intelligent and assertive 
all the time, he wrote (almost hopefully), and it would be “the 
prominent instrumentality in deciding the next election for Presi¬ 
dent of the United States.” :,s 

^ Entire paragraph based on close examination of the Teamsters Magazine from 
1916to 1928. 

37 Teamsters Magazine, (January, 1928) pp. 10-11, 13-14. Tobin had sought the 
nomination for Smith in 1920 and 1924 and could say nothing too strong in his favor. 

w Teamsters Magazine, XXV (January, 1928), 14. 
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Tobin was sure by April that Hoover was a far better man than 
Dawes. “Hoover is not wanted by Wall Street," he informed the 
Teamsters, calling Hoover “too square” for the Republicans and 
too self-opinionated to be used. Hoover knew too much! He would 
be the best Republican for labor among the candidates mentioned 
to date. Hoover was “the man of brains, the man with ability, the 
man who has unselfishly done things, the man who has the courage 
to tell the truth, the man who has defied Wall Street, the man who 
for eight or ten years has been doing good things and helping our 
government.” Such extravagant words of praise from a labor leader 
who would work for Smith in 1928—and later for Franklin D. 
Roosevelt in election after election—cannot be ignored. Tobin 
thought that Johnson, Borah, and Norris, “splendid, courageous, 
fearless and clear-thinking leaders in the Republican Party, would 
be for Hoover. Only the “gang" guilty of corruption would be try¬ 
ing to deprive “honest, fearless, able Hoover” of the nomination. 
While he would be the hardest man "to lick” on election day, he 
or Hiram Johnson or one or two others would “give us a square 
deal,” wrote Tobin. 30 Yet Walsh and Smith and “even” McAdoo 
(a dry) would give “us” a square deal in the Presidency. 

By late in May, Tobin was even more convinced about Hoover; 
he would be the best man for labor among the Republicans. He 
entitled an editorial “Why Mr. Dawes Won’t Do,” writing that as 
a blatant supporter of the “open shop' campaign and a man who 
had praised the Daugherty injunction, Dawes could not be con¬ 
sidered suitable from the standpoint of labor. 40 

Tobin admitted that it would be “pretty hard for labor to take 
sides against Hoover later in the campaign. It would be especially 
hard for the anti-Dawes Brotherhoods, since they had already sup¬ 
ported Hoover in Indiana and Ohio. A great deal would depend 
on the nature of the Republican platform and other declarations 
binding the candidate. “If the declarations are reactionary and 
nonprogressive, then Labor will decide the best course to pursue 
in supporting the presidential candidate. He thought it fortunate 
that although the Republican machine did not want Hoover, a 

"Ibid.. (April, 1928), 8-11. 

"Ibid., (June, 1928), 2. 
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man of opinions, courage, and nerve, it would take him anyway. 
It could not elect anyone else. 41 It looked as though there would 
be in both major parties in 1928 candidates “more human” than 
those of the recent past. 

When he turned his attention to the Democrats, the president 
of the Teamsters wrote less as an outsider or merely an interested 
observer. He could scarcely have been more blunt in the warning 
he delivered. The union movement would not commit itself, Tobin 
explained, until it learned from the platforms and “other indica¬ 
tions" just what the parties would pledge to do for labor if elected. 
He recalled that although the party out of office was usually the 
more generous, the Democratic Party in 1924 had been “just as 
reactionary as the Republican Party." Labor had been driven away. 

If the Democratic party in this convention makes the same mis¬ 
take; if it believes it will get the labor vote anyway (as that 
party claims to represent the working people); if they refuse 
to insert any pledge in their platform because of their claim that 
the workers know what President Wilson did for the toilers dur¬ 
ing his eight years in office, then the Democratic party is going 
to find itself, after the election in November, on the outside try¬ 
ing to get in. 4 - 

Thc parties would be wise to remember, he wrote in conclusion, 
that the “toilers" had considerable influence. Labor should not be 
taken lightly. Many of the unorganized follow the lead of the or¬ 
ganized. Many others could be expected to follow suit. 

It cannot be said with assurance that either the facts or the 
conclusions of Daniel J. Tobin were typical of those held by A. F. 
of L. leaders in the preconvention period. A Catholic, and deeply 
interested as a teamster in regaining, through modification of pro¬ 
hibition. beer to be trucked around urban America, Tobin did say, 
“1 am not a dry, nor am 1 a wet, as the term is usually known and 
understood." He wanted a "happy, conservative middle ground," 
i.e., beer! ,:i Many union men no doubt thought as he did on the 
issues and the candidates; how many did is a problem. 

" Ibid., (June. 1928), 13. 

'■Ibid., 13-14. 

*•'' Ibid.. (February, 1928), inside back cover. 
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V 

Before the conventions Hoover and Smith played their cards 
carefully. When Hoover announced his candidacy for the nomina¬ 
tion in a letter to an Ohio supporter in February, he stated that he 
would carry forward Republican principles and the Coolidge ob¬ 
jectives, “all of which have brought to our country such a high 
degree of happiness, progress, and security." 44 He would return 
to this theme frequently in 1928. His appeal amounted to this: if 
the workingman of America wanted to know which party to sup¬ 
port, Hoover intimated, he should look around him, compare what 
he saw with what had been but a short time before, and then pro¬ 
ject his imagination into the future. There he would see, if the Re¬ 
publican Party stayed in office, a land of happy people. 

In June, William Randolph Hearst believed Hoover a strong 
candidate. He could carry the cities, wrote Hearst, because the 
elements of foreign descent in them had not forgotten his relief 
work in the World War. Hoover was termed “a conspicuously 
honest, able and popular candidate” who was not a demagogue. 

He makes no clap-trap appeal to public passion or prejudice. 

He has no tricks of expression or of attire to get himself in the 
newspapers. He depends on his public performances, on his acts, 
on his achievements, on his constructive program, on his belief 
that his fellow citizens have the same intelligence and under¬ 
standing that he has, and will appreciate what he has done and 
what he plans to do in their service. 4 '’ 

Such a candidate might be what the average workingman would 
appreciate, he thought. 

Since Hoover said he would continue the Coolidge policies, it 
is important to see how Coolidge spelled them out pn the eve of 
the 1928 Republican convention. He had “rejoiced,” he said, in 
keeping down the budget, reducing taxes, and paying off the 
national debt. “The influence of such action is felt in every home 

44 New York Times , February 13. 1928. ... 

« His “conservatism" was called of the constructive rather than the reactionary 
type. Hearst newspapers would support him. Text in San Diego Evening Tribune, 
June 8, 1928. Hoover considered himself a true liberal, however. Sec the New York 
City speech, October 22, 1928, in Herbert Hoover, The New Day (Stanford Univer¬ 
sity, 1928), pp.162-163. 
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in the land.” The result had been prosperity: more food, clothing, 
and shelter. It was not up to the government to furnish prosperity. 
By paying their debts, avoiding waste, and improving their credit, 
the people had earned their own reward. In 1921, said Coolidge, 
business and commerce had been at the bottom of the pit. Millions 
more had been unemployed then than in 1928. Since that time in¬ 
dustry had improved, efficiency had increased, and in other ways 
security and stabilization had come from years of Republican ad¬ 
ministration. There had been four tax reductions since 1921 and 
millions of persons in the lower brackets no longer paid a tax. 
Coolidge thought state and local governments should reduce their 
expenditures. The rising cost of government was a menace to pros¬ 
perity and held back new enterprise which could employ labor. 
Government extravagance was “about the worst enemy of the wage 
earner.” A government affecting 120 million people should be con¬ 
ducted like a business. A deficit would be unthinkable. While he 
thought that efficiency could be obtained only from adequately 
compensated employees, he was (rather quaintly) opposed to 
overcompensation.*' 1 The New York Times editors of that day 
thought that many of these points were good “homely virtues.” 

While President Coolidge dwelt on this contented portrait of the 
socioeconomic scene, his Secretary of Labor, James J. Davis, sug¬ 
gested to the Republican Party platform committee the incorpora¬ 
tion of planks he thought labor would want. “One of the things in 
which labor is tremendously interested,” he noted, “is to curb the 
application of the writ of injunction in labor disputes.” Other items 
were the protective tariff, limited immigration, exclusion of child 
labor, the eight-hour day, an end to the seven-day week, prohibiting 
the shipment of the products of convict labor in interstate com¬ 
merce, and “collective bargaining coupled with conciliation and 
arbitration.” The advice Davis gave was substantially sound. 
Whether the Republican convention would pay any attention to 
the information he offered was another matter, for organized labor 
was only one of the groups the party leaders had to consider. 


'* New York Times, June 12, 1928. 
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in his annual message to the opening session of the legislature 
in 1928, Governor Smith devoted 4'/2 out of 36 newspaper col¬ 
umns to the subject of the working man. He asked establishment, 
after due study, of a minimum wage board to recommend a living 
wage for women and children. There should be increases in the 
death benefits of widows and of workmen’s compensation rates. 
New York, said Governor Smith, needed legislation to prohibit 
the granting of a temporary injunction in an industrial dispute 
until after a fact-finding hearing. And there should be the enact¬ 
ment into law of the principle that “the labor of a human being 
shall not be treated as a commodity or article of commerce.” There 
should be mediation and conciliation around a conference table, 
for, as he put it, “the use of the big stick in the field of industrial 
relations is a thing of the past.” 

The annual message of Smith was widely regarded as the open¬ 
ing gun of his campaign for the nomination, and it received much 
publicity. In the closing paragraphs he wrote: 

The underlying theory of American democracy is that the gov¬ 
ernment exists for the people (,) and the government which 
is closest to them and most responsive to the demands upon it, 
economically and efficiently managed, is the best form of gov¬ 
ernment. 

If people in other parts of the United States wanted to know what 
Governor Smith thought of his native state, they could find out in 
his final sentences: 

It means something to say "I live in New York. New York is 
the Empire State of this Union and as such has a responsibility 
in the league of States making up the Federal Government, to 
live up to the last degree of all that is expected of that civil 
division which claims leadership. We have adopted for our motto, 
‘•Excelsior,” and we can go onward and to greater heights of 
leadership, lesson and example, only by uniting for the promo¬ 
tion of the ideals it is our bounden duty to maintain.' 1 

4T The Governor's Message to the Legislature. January 4. 1928. Legislative Docu¬ 
ment No. 3 (Albany 1928), pp. 65-70; 99. 
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The speech received favorable notice from union leaders in New 
York and apparently elsewhere. 

The announcement that John J. Raskob, millionaire du Pont and 
General Motors executive, had been made chairman of the Demo¬ 
cratic Party campaign was received with misgivings in union circles 
and with rejoicing by opportunist Socialist and Communist leaders. 
Many Democrats must have seen in the appointment a deterrent 
to their hope of presenting Smith to the country as a forward- 
looking friend of organized labor. Still, the party needed to 
strengthen its organization, and it badly needed adequate financing; 
the risk had to be taken. Raskob contributed $100,000 to the party 
in 1928 and must have been instrumental in attracting many thou¬ 
sands more. Possibly to alleviate doubts and misgivings, Raskob 
was soon quoted as saying that the time was coming when every 
workingman would have two days off each week. 48 

By early in May, Governor Smith was easily the leading Demo¬ 
cratic candidate. He announced that the platform of the party 
should be built “by applying the fundamental principles of Jeffer¬ 
sonian democracy unflinchingly to each specific problem of the 
day." Issues needed to be met in the light of basic principles: 

The greatest degree of local self-government by the States, the 
minimum interference by the Federal governmnt or any State 
with the local habits and concerns of any other State, legislation 
for the interest of all, and not for any class or group, non¬ 
interference with the internal affairs of other nations, tolerance 
of conflicting opinion—these are our articles of faith. 41 * 

This did not mean that Smith would ignore the desires of groups 
like the American Federation of Labor, but it did mean that he 
would have no part of formulating a “working class” campaign 
against the businessman or making a villain of “Wall Street.” 

A few weeks later Smith was pictured standing beside a printing 
press just after receiving an honorary card in the Printing Press¬ 
men's Union/ 1 " a body headed by Major George L. Berry, a leading 
candidate for the Democratic Vice-Presidential nomination in 

* New York Times. March 13. 1928. 

48 Ibid., May 4, 1928. 

“ Rotogravure picture section. New York Times, May 27, 1928. 
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1924. Such publicity would do Smith no harm among union mem¬ 
bers or leaders, especially as it was pointed out that the union 
card was merely “the latest of his collection.” In June, the Gov¬ 
ernor was host to a group of important union and business leaders 
for lunch and a round of golf. The leaders of organized labor were 
not being ignored by Presidential candidate Smith. 


VII 

What can be said of the preconvention political bargaining in 
1928 between major party leaders and union leaders? First, it 
should be emphasized that printed speculation about how labor 
might vote or what candidate or party it might support for the 
Presidency was conspicuously lacking from January to June, 1928. 
The political eyes of the nation were on the farmer. Its romantic 
eyes were on the daring aviators who filled the front pages week 
after week. The unions were not considered newsworthy in a time 
of little unrest and no general industrial strife. But the pressure 
politics of labor was very much alive. Union leaders made con¬ 
scious efforts to reach agreement among themselves on programs 
to be presented to both major parties. Little was said about minor 
parties. The chief item on labor’s agenda was relief from injunc¬ 
tions. It was felt that these court orders made it impossible to win 
strikes and thereby made questionable further gains in wages, 
hours, and union membership. An A. F. of L. circular letter of 
May 5, 1928, urged that secretaries of all local unions send in 
detailed information about every injunction ever issued against 
them—title of case, attorney’s names, date of injunction, and the 
name of someone who knew what happened. A Legal Information 
Bureau would sift the data.'* 1 How many replies came in is not 
clear, but the effort was a sign of serious intention to seek redress. 

Although a request would ultimately be made to the party con¬ 
ventions for legalization of beer with low alcoholic content, it was 
not prominently stressed as an item on the legislative program of 
the unions in 1928. The request was seldom mentioned in union 

111 A. F. of L. Circular Letters, Book 6. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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journals; yet issues like the injunction and immigration were often 
discussed in union conventions and union publications. 

The preconvention candidacies of Smith and Hoover did not dis¬ 
tress union leaders. Labor feared neither. Both were seen to have 
good points. While Hoover received support from the Railway 
Brotherhoods in the primaries, there were subtle signs that the New 
York State Federation and some important union officials were 
altogether likely to support Smith. The candidacies of Ritchie and 
Dawes were looked on with strong disfavor. In the preconvention 
conduct of Smith and Hoover there was absolutely nothing that 
could be adversely interpreted by labor leaders. Nor were their 
past records viewed with alarm. Governor Smith as a man in office 
put himself on record in his own state on many matters of impor¬ 
tance to the state labor federation; silence was easier for Hoover 
in the preconvention period. The time for taking stands on vital 
labor issues like the injunction would come soon enough. The cam¬ 
paign was still young. 



Chapter 4 


The Socialists Organize 
for Struggle 


THE SOCIALIST PARTY of the United States called itself in 
1928 the party of factory, farm, mine, and office workers: "the 
producing classes.” 1 It proclaimed that every great political strug¬ 
gle in American history had been a struggle for property interests,* 
and it called politics a matter of class power. 3 The party led by 
Norman Thomas had a goal toward which to work: the socialist 
state. How did the leaders of this tiny party expect to attain that 
goal in a democratic nation? Was its participation in the election 
of 1928 in any sense a cloak for revolutionary plotting? Did the 
party descended from Eugene V. Debs and inherited by Morris 
Hillquit, Norman Thomas, and others really differ in any vital 
sense from the Workers (Communist) Party? It is important to 
know the form that Socialists hoped trade union political activity 
would take in the United States. The basic change they intended 
to make in the American two-party system needs to be analyzed 
and weighed. This is an attempt to describe from public and various 

' Platform of the Socialist Party, in The Intelligent Voter's Guide. Official 1928 
Campaign Handbook of the Socialist Party (New York, 1928), p.^11. 

’Editorial, “The Politics of Property and the Road to Power, New Leader and 
American Appeal, September 15, 1928. This was the party newspaper. (Hereafter 
cited New Leader, since the rest of the name was dropped in October, 1928.) 

* Editorial, ibid., September 29, 1928. 
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manuscript materials the fascinating activities of the Socialist Party 
in the Presidential campaign of 1928. 


I 


The Socialist Party held its convention in New York City from 
April 13 to 17, 1928. 4 By meeting early in the year its leaders 
sought to allow plenty of time for planning, organization, and fund 
raising. Problems would have to be solved despite limited re¬ 
sources. Leaflets would have to be printed and distributed, speeches 
scheduled in cities across the country', and party publicity organized 
and systematized. Above all, the trade unions would have to be 
reached with the party message. All of this could be accomplished, 
claimed a New Leader editorial, and it dramatically urged its read¬ 
ers: "Go forth to wrest power from the despoilers of the United 
States.” •' The "wresting,” as will be seen, would be tried in the 
nation’s voting booths. 

The Socialist Party convention met twice daily, 3,000 persons 
attending the opening session.' 1 At eleven o'clock at night various 
party leaders summarized the developments of the day over 
WEVD, the Debs Memorial Radio Station, and the more powerful 
WEAF. Both were thanked by official convention resolutions. 7 
Present at the convention were 171 delegates from 39 states s rep¬ 
resenting a membership of between five and ten thousand; 0 dele- 


* Other conventions about that time were: Czechoslovak Social-Democratic 
Party. Dutch Social-Democratic Party. Independent Labour Party of Great Britain. 
Ibid.. April 14. 1928. 

'Ibid., April 21. 1928. The “wresting" would be via the ballot, however. 

" W. R. Snow to James O'Neill. June 6. 1928. Daniel W. Hoan Papers. Milwaukee. 

; Letters of the executive secretary; Socialist Party Papers. Duke University. 

'blew York Times, April 14, 1928. 

u The party announced a membership of 15.000 just before the campaign. New 
York limes, March 18. 1928. A 19.12 memorandum for party officers gave the 
1928 figures as 7,791. “Memoranda for the Baltimore Meeting of the National 
Executive Committee of the Socialist Party, December 9-11, 1932.“ Mimeo¬ 
graphed. December 4. 1912. In tile Socialist Party Campaign Material, Stanford 
University library. Figures for the larger states: New York. 1535; Wisconsin. 1272; 
Pennsylvania. 1097; Massachusetts. 1068; Illinois. 495; Ohio. 437; New Jersey. 348; 
and California. 252. Dues-paving membership figures are seriously inadequate 
as a gauge of the strength of a radical movement. The entire figures given here 
for Wisconsin and Pennsylvania could not have even elected the Socialist mayors 
of Milwaukee and Reading! Then how did the Socialists attain and maintain 



0 THE SOCIALISTS ORGANIZE FOR STRUGGLE 


81 


gates were present from the Young Peoples Socialist League, and 
the Finnish, Italian, Jewish, Yugoslav, and Lithuanian federa¬ 
tions. 10 The delegates seem to have arrived in a less than optimistic 
political mood, but the excitement of the convention turned their 
eyes toward the future with renewed hope. Again and again they 
were reminded that the old “battle call” was sounding and that it 
was their duty to the workers to respond. 11 

Morris Hillquit, writer, lawyer, and keen Socialist politician, de¬ 
livered the keynote address in his usual well-organized style. The 
man that Upton Sinclair was to say had “made his mark, a deep 
wound in American capitalism,” told the delegates that the ulti¬ 
mate goal of the Socialist movement was the gradual transforma¬ 
tion of natural wealth resources and basic industries to public 
ownership, “just as we own our post office[s], streets, and school- 
houses.” The Socialist Party and the working man must be linked 
together. The ghost of unemployment walked among the miners 
and seasonal workers, he said, and “full stomach prosperity could 
not last long. Workers must be free to strike. The judicial tyranny 
of the courts would have to stop. Injunctions would have to be 
completely abolished in labor disputes. Labor must fight for relief 
through political action; that was the road to progress. There must 
be old-age and sickness insurance, for the worker who could no 
longer be profitably employed did not belong on a “scrap heap 
to beg, steal, or die. 

The Socialist Party, said the keynoter, was always ready to co¬ 
operate in political action with “other ’ labor organizations, even 
to the point of self-obliteration. Yet the party had value in itself. 


power in these cities? Through honest government and by practical compromises 
with abstract theory. Reading’s utilities remained in private hands from 19.8 to 
1939 despite Socialist city administrations. The voters even defeated by a vote of 
about 17,000 to 10,000 in 1937 a proposal to float a bond issue to build a power plant 
and thus enter municipal ownership. Henry G. Stetler. The Socialist Movement m 
Reading, Pennsylvania. 1899-1936 (Storrs, Conn.. 1943). pp. 64-65, 68. 


'"New Leader. April 21, 1928. . 

"The banner headline over a historical survey of the party by James Oncal read. 
"TWENTY EIGHT YEARS OF POLITICS FINDS SOCIALIST PARTY ONLY 
LASTING SPOKESMAN OF AMERICAN WORKERS.** New Leader, April 
14, 1928. "Wc are not a regional movement. Our movement embraces the whole 
country.” Ibid.. May 12, 1928. 

Sinclair to Mrs. Hillquit, October 10. 1933, Hillquit Papers. Wisconsin State 
Historical Society. 
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because it served a good cause and possessed an “unshakable 
faith” in the ultimate victory. 13 “I have never been more certain 
in my life that Socialism is inevitable,” said a subsequent speaker. 14 
Norman Thomas voiced early the classic cry, “We will be heard!” 
but he warned: 

The first question is not when shall we have that mighty labor 
party which is our heart’s desire. The first question is how shall 
we work for that party. ... It is to the answering of that ques¬ 
tion that we shall hopefully and courageously wage a campaign 
not only of protest but of constructive building in the Presiden¬ 
tial year. We shall not let this issue be lost in political hokum. 15 

For a time the question of prohibition threatened to disrupt the 
convention. The Executive Council had been seriously split on the 
matter two years earlier. 16 Socialist Congressman Victor Berger 
of Wisconsin fought for a plank calling for the sale of light wine 
and beer under strict state supervision. When it was suggested that 
prominent party members would withdraw if such a program were 
adopted, Berger replied that Wisconsin might no longer be the 
backbone of American Socialism if it were not. Norman Thomas 
said he was of the opinion that prohibition was not a “political” 
or “party” issue, and he urged that the Socialists adopt no official 
attitude on the matter—a view with which a majority of the plat¬ 
form committee agreed. 17 So it was, ironically, that the party which 
would ridicule the major parties throughout the campaign for 
their straddles on water power, injunctions, and other issues would 
write a platform without a prohibition plank. It also issued a party 
handbook of 310 pages containing no discussion of prohibition, a 
matter on which it could reach no internal compromise. 18 

13 Mimeographed prerelease text in Hillquit Papers; also printed in New Leader, 
April 14. 1928, and a lengthy summary appeared in New York Times, April 14, 
1928. 

14 James H. Maurer, in New Leader, April 14, 1928. 

16 In ibid., April 14, 1928. 

,a William H. Henry to Morris Hillquit, April 2, 1926, Hillquit Papers. 

11 New York Times, April 17, 1928. 

15 The Intelligent Voter's Guide. This booklet contained twenty-four articles. 
Among the writers were Thomas, Maurer, Harry W. Laidler, Victor Berger, Nathan 
Fine, Paul Blanshard, Harry Elmer Barnes, W. E. Woodward, Lewis Gannett, Ed¬ 
ward Levinson, and James Oneal. 
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"How Can a Poor Fellow Pussyfoot?" (Harding in the Brooklyn Eagle) 


Berger, defiant toward opponents and sincere in his convictions, 
sometimes thundering, sometimes expounding, delivered a report 
on his activities in Washington since the last Socialist convention. 11 ' 
What had this Socialist Party Congressman done while in office? 
One of his tasks, Berger reported, was to give consideration to the 
problems affecting his constituents. He proposed measures to the 
Congress for consideration which would afford relief from pressing 
evils. He sought publicity for his proposals in order that more peo¬ 
ple might learn what Socialists would do if they got in power in 
the United States. Berger added that he had opposed income tax 
reduction, since workers did not pay any tax. He had also opposed 
war debt settlements which he thought would help Wall Street and 

"•Adjectives used in describing Berger are those of Hillquit. delivered at Berger's 
funeral, August 10, 1929. The present writer is unable to evaluate charges that 
Berger adopted "a capitalist boss attitude” towards old associates in the Socialist 
movement. Ernest Unterman. Milwaukee Leader editorial writer, in letter of 
resignation sent to Berger. May 20, 1929. Socialist Party of Milwaukee Papers. 



84 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


bolster non-Socialist governments abroad. He had offered legisla¬ 
tion on aliens, miners, old-age pensions, and a forest reserve. And 
he had introduced bills to nationalize the railroads, the telephone 
and telegraph lines, and the food products “monopoly.” 

Every time he gave a speech in Congress, said the tensely earnest 
Wisconsin Socialist, he mailed advance copies and explanatory 
material to leading newspapers and press agencies. After delivery 
of an address he had copies printed at government expense and 
mailed them to such places. “I am glad to report,” said Berger, 
“that considerable publicity has resulted from my efforts in this 
direction,” adding, with eyes aflame, “I shall not attempt to do the 
spectacular, as Comrades have often suggested.” Regardless of the 
consequences, he said would stand for what was right. 20 As Berger 
resumed his seat, Norman Thomas thanked him on behalf of the 
convention for his “magnificent fight” as the lone Congressional 
representative of the party. 21 



The time had come in the convention to choose the Socialist 
Party nominees for 1928. Who would have the task of trying to 
replace Eugene V. Debs? Party leaders were anxious to select a 
man not beyond middle age who would combine an ability to 
appeal with equal skill to laboring men and “intellectuals” alike. 
James H. Maurer, of Reading, Pennsylvania, a successful Socialist 


311 New Leader. April 21, 1928. 

A t pril 21 - ,928 - Berger served in Congress 1911-1913, 1923-1924, and 
_. 19_9, but was excluded 1919-1923 despite regular re-election. Berger served 
on three committees in the House in 1928. The Republican floor leader told him 
on one occasion, he related, that he was helpful rather than obstructive in con¬ 
ducting the business of the House. (Congressional Record, 70th Congress, 1st 
bess. p. 8208.) In the session from December 5, 1927, to May 29, 1928, Berger 
introduced one resolution, four joint resolutions, sixteen bills, and presented seven 
petitions for individuals and groups. He took the floor 29 times. At the beginning 
ot a speech against militarism and imperialism, Berger said: "It is very hard for 
a Socialist to get over his point of view to an assemblage like this. You have a 
different psychology. 1 understand you very well, because I had it once upon a 
time, but you do not understand me. You still linger today where I was yesterday. 

oreover, the average man . . . does not know the difference, between socialism, 
anarchism nihilism, communism, and rheumatism. (Laughter) They are all fear¬ 
ful and wicked ‘isms’ to him.” (Ibid., pp. 4857-4858.) 
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politician, would reach his sixty-fourth birthday during the con¬ 
vention. He could not be expected to have many more years of 
energetic leadership ahead of him, whatever his skill at cutting 
through the debris of an argument. 22 He announced early in the 
proceedings that he would not be a candidate. 23 Other Presidential 
possibilities were said to be Mayor Daniel W. Hoan of Milwau¬ 
kee, 24 Freda Hogan of Oklahoma, Cameron King of California, 
and Joseph W. Sharts of Ohio. Mrs. Victor Berger was mentioned 
for Vice President. These names and that of Norman Thomas were 
suggested in a New Leader item "not with any thought of influenc¬ 
ing the decision of the convention” but merely as a matter of 
news. 25 Louis Waldman told the delegates what he considered to 
be the qualifications of a good candidate: first, he must be a loyal 
member of the party; second, he must be an excellent speaker; 
and finally, he must be a great and constructive Socialist statesman 
capable of following in the footsteps of Abraham Lincoln, Wen¬ 
dell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison, and Eugene V. Debs. 2 * 1 
There were problems in the analogy. 

It was the opinion of Waldman as he nominated Norman 
Thomas that here was a man who met these qualifications admir¬ 
ably. Thomas had been in the thick of the fight on the side of the 
trade unions. He was termed an active leader in the "liberal” 
movement, serving as associate editor of both the liberal Nation 
and the Socialist New Leader.' 11 When James H. Maurer agreed 
to accept the Vice Presidential nomination, the Socialist Party 
presumably had a strong ticket. In retrospect, Thomas would say, 

» See the Labor College of Philadelphia Workers-Student , January, 1928, Soc¬ 
ialist Papers, Duke University. 

® The Maurer autobiography is It Can He Done (New York, 1936). 

24 Hoan told his story in City Government: The Record of the Milwaukee Ex¬ 
periment (New York, 1936). 

26 New Leader, April 14, 1928. 

"Ibid., April 21, 1928. 

* Lewis Gannett, the Nation associate editor, and Freda Kirchway, its managing 
editor, supported Thomas. Oswald Garrison Villard, its editor, did not. By No¬ 
vember, another Thomas supporter, Paul Blanshard, was on the staff. A poll of 
its 25,000 subscribers during the campaign gave Smith 6,872; Thomas 2,830; 
Hoover 2,784; and Foster, the Communist candidate, 431. For an editorial prais¬ 
ing Thomas and Hoan, see Nation, CXXVI (April 25, 1928), 475. The Nation 
advertised in the New Leader of October 6. 1928, and joint subscriptions to both 
could be obtained at reduced rates. Ibid., January 5, 1929. 
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“I had to run for President in 1928. There wasn’t anybody else. 
That was a sign of the weakness of the party.” 28 
Norman Thomas told the convention in his acceptance speech 
that he did not claim to be a successor to Debs, but he promised 
to carry forward the fight for the cause Debs “so greatly loved, and 
for which he so greatly suffered.” Thomas said he had no illusions 
about the condition of the party or the difficulties ahead. “We are 
not building for this election but for education and for the future.” 
An “upheaval” was not the answer. The task was to bring into 
being a better world “without revolutionary and catastrophic woe.” 
It would be just as easy to reach the goal by walking as in a single 
jump. 29 An enthusiastic Thomas supporter was quickly moved to 
write, “When we go riding out on the Great Adventure this year, 
we will have at our head as gallant a spirit as ever set lance against 
the three black horsemen, Cruelty, Greed, and Fear.” Thomas was 
surely a flesh-and-blood human being who assayed pure gold in a 
world of “petty, scheming, grasping little grubs.” 30 
That Socialist candidate Thomas was a dynamic crusader seemed 
obvious to most of his party at the time. The son of a minister 
who was also the son of a minister, Thomas was a graduate of 
Princeton and received his Bachelor of Divinity degree from Union 
Theological Seminary in 1911. In retrospect, Thomas would say, 
“I’m not a Christian in the sense I once was, and I am rather sorry. 
I was happier when I held the opinions that I held.” 31 Before 
W orld War I, Thomas worked in a New York settlement house, 
carried on various welfare activities, and served as pastor of several 
Presbyterian churches. He had already toured the world once be¬ 
fore 1914. 32 

‘ a Thomas to Oral History Project, Columbia University, Spring, 1949, p. 43. 
-■"New Leader, April 21, 1928; New York Times, April 17, 1928. 

»New Leader, April 21, 1928. 

51 Thomas to Oral History Project (1949), p. 120. 

^Sketches of the life of Thomas appear in reference works. The lengthy sketch 
m Current Biography (New York, 1944), pp. 688-691, was largely based on partisan 
articles prepared during the 1932 campaign. 

See also \V. E. Woodward, “This is Norman Thomas,” in The Intelligent 
Voter's Guide, pp. 17-57. It was reprinted in the New Leader in weekly install¬ 
ments, August 18 to October 20, 1928. A convenient factual outline appeared in 
I hid., April 21, 1928. The eulogistic Murray Seidler, Norman Thomas , Respectable 
e f (S>racuse, 1961), is silent on the events of 1928—when Thomas merely ran 
for President of the United States! 
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Thomas opposed the entry of the United States into World War 
I and later wrote a sympathetic book about the problem of the 
conscientious objector. He helped to organize the American Union 
Against Militarism, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, the National 
Civil Liberties Union (predecessor of the American Civil Liberties 
Union), and the League for Industrial Democracy. He served on 
the executive committee of the American Fund for Public Service 
(Garland Fund), an organization which spent hundreds of thou¬ 
sands of dollars to aid radical causes in the 1920s. 33 He also 
founded the World Tomorrow, a magazine which merged into 
Christian Century some years later. A prolific writer, almost all of 
his literary output would be designed for many years directly or 
indirectly to further the Socialist cause he espoused publicly in 
1918 by joining the party. 

One of the clearest statements of the general point of view held 
by Thomas appears in a speech delivered at Princeton University 
before the campaigning of 1928 under the title, “Why I Am a 
Socialist.” 34 In it Thomas showed that he believed Socialism and 
freedom of the individual fully compatible and even necessary to 
each other. Freedom, he said, is not the right to grab all you can 
and keep all you have grabbed. Instead, it is a guarantee of justice 
to the individual even from those not wishing to be just. It is the 
right “to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to con¬ 
science.” Thomas called for a free press and for free speech, 
assemblage, and association. Yet the freedom of Daniel Boone was 
gone forever. 

The price of our freedom is freedom in fellowship or in coopera¬ 
tion. [Italics added.1 Moreover it is true that there is a discipline 
which the struggle against tyranny requires which may some¬ 
times compel a subordination of individual "rights" in the es¬ 
sential struggle to change the system. 

83 These included the Rand School in New York, the New Leader, the Mooney 
case, the Daily Worker. Brook wood Labor Collette, and tt'e old Vanguard Press. 
See the Reports of the American Fund for Public Service, Inc. (New York, 1925- 
31). The fund made both loans and gifts. Stocks held by it increased vastly in 
value in the decade. Its intent, however, was to expend the principal. Many loans, 
especially to Communist causes, had to be written off. 

M Printed in the April 6, 1928, edition of the Princeton student newspaper, the 
New Leader. May 5, 1928, and elsewhere. 
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Thomas added that he was a Socialist rather than a Communist 
because he believed that even in a transition period from capital¬ 
ism to socialism, civil and religious liberty for the individual must 
be preserved. In an article on “Why Freedom Matters” he admitted 
that the pioneers had more freedom than modern man, but he 
claimed that they were enslaved to nature and to long hours of 
toil. Where was freedom in the modern world if a few men con¬ 
trolled most of the jobs? And what if only a few men controlled 
the radio, movies, newspapers, schools, and the “old line” political 
parties? Property, Thomas asserted, was better protected than 
liberty, and he urged voters to cast their votes to increase liberty. 35 
The case was eloquent but arguable. 



It is important to note the faith Norman Thomas has repeatedly 
expressed in political and evolutionary methods of getting results 
as opposed to extralegal and revolutionary methods. He was sure 
that socialism could come via the ballot. In a debate with Earl 
Browder on one occasion Thomas made these points forcefully, 
saying that he believed in “perfect democracy.” 3,1 There could be 
no “perfect Socialism” without it. There must also be democracy 
within the party, for he could not trust rule from the top: the 
orders of a Third International acting for Moscow. Violence must 
be minimized. If there must be violence, let it come from those 
who would rather use it than give up their power. He told his 
Madison Square Garden audience that the “dictatorship of the 
proletariat" which the Communists supported was in reality the 
dictatorship of one party and not control by the working class. 37 


Norman I homas, “Why Freedom Mailers,” .\V»e Leader , July 28. 1928. 


An a Hide on comparative uses of the word ’‘democracy” is Murray 


oieu 


man. Jr., “ 'Democracy* in American Communal and Socialist Literature,” Journal 
*'l the History of Ideas, Xll (January, 1951), 147-154. 


H hu h Road l or American \\ orkers. Socialist or Communist? Norman 
1 homas vs. Hurl Browder, Madison Square Garden, N. V., November 27, 1935. 
A debate. (New York, Socialist Call. 1936.) 
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This fact (as expressed in 1935) was one that even Lenin had 
granted his critics. :,s 

More than any other party, claimed Thomas, the Socialist Party 
would be able to carry forward what was vital in the American 
tradition and to fulfill the Declaration of Independence in an age 
of power-driven machinery/ 1 ’' The American capitalists had cleverly 
retained their political control by deliberately cultivating among 
the masses a “blind, superstitious Constitution worship,” he as¬ 
serted. And the courts must not continue to act as bulwarks of 
private property and economic despotism."’ 

It is cl^ar that the candidate of the Socialist Party, the apostle 
of an economic doctrine, was in revolt against the materialism of 
an increasingly industrialized America. “I ask you to face the most 
fascinating and most terrible task of our time,” he told one audi¬ 
ence, “—the task of controlling our modern science and our mod¬ 
ern machinery so it will give us life and not death, a blessing and 
not a curse.” 41 He liked to think that proper political action would 
suffice. "But if political action is utterly useless,” he was to write, 
“what instruments shall we use to avert the war and destruction 
inherent in our blundering attempts to manage the age of chemis¬ 
try, physics, and mechanical power under the law of the jungle?" 4 - 
He deplored the fact that he saw in Marion, Ohio, a clear trend 
toward chain stores, chain ownership of the newspapers and their 
consolidation, and absentee ownership of industry. The city was 
coming into the stage of an "impersonal, rather irresponsible col¬ 
lectivist capitalism.” The workers were helpless to meet the 
changes, since they lacked the protection of labor unions and their 
own political party. 4- * Thomas thought he could see ahead a world 
wherein a fellowship of free men might live “in beauty and in 
peace.” 44 It was, of course, an idealistic vision. But what, spe- 

For Lenin's defiant acceptance of the •'dictatorship of one parly,*' see quotes 
in Edward Halletl Carr, A History of Soviet Russia, Vol. 1, The bolshevik Revo¬ 
lution. 1917-1923 (New York, 1951), p. 230. 

Wliich Road for American Workers, Socialist or Communist? 

'“New York Times, November 3. 1928. 

41 New Leader, October 27. 1928. 

'-Norman Thomas, '‘Why Not a New Party?" North American Review, 
CCXXVM (February. 1929), 150. 

“New Leader . Oct. 20. 1928. 

" Address delivered October 25. 1928. Ibid.. October 27. 1928. 
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cifically, did the Socialists plan to do to change the nation to match 
their hopes? 

Before considering the provisions of the Socialist Party platform 
for 1928, it will be well to examine some of the separate resolu¬ 
tions which the delegates saw fit to pass. Resolutions supported 
antilynching legislation, opposed Jim Crow tendencies and peonage, 
and rejoiced in the organization of the Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters. A civil rights resolution asked restoration of citizen¬ 
ship for former political prisoners. Judges were not to deny citizen¬ 
ship because of economic or political opinions. Imperialism and 
militarism must go; the United States could not be a despotism 
abroad and a democracy at home, the platform said. Russia should 
be recognized, but such action need not mean approval of the 
Bolshevik regime. The Soviets were condemned for imprisoning 
Socialists and other dissidents for holding opinions contrary to 
“the ruling Communist Party.” Soviet policy in this respect was 
termed “brutal” and “despotic” and constituted “organized ter¬ 
ror.” Italy, Hungary, and Rumania were called dictatorships en¬ 
gaged in destroying freedom. 4r ’ 

In an important resolution on political cooperation, the Social¬ 
ists went on record as being ready and eager, as always, to cooper¬ 
ate in united political action with groups. Some vital provisos 
were that such groups be parties of the producing classes, that they 
believe in political and industrial democracy, and that they prac¬ 
tice mutual confidence and respect. Claiming to be heir to the 
idealistic and working class aspirations which they said had ani¬ 
mated the La Follette campaign, the Socialist Party appealed 
hopefully to the nearly five million dissident voters of 1924. The 
executive committee was instructed to cooperate with any local 
and regional groups devoted to the service of “those who labor 
by hand and brain.” 4 " 

The resolution resulted in heated debate over whether it was an 
unwise attempt to form a labor party. Presidential nominee Thomas 
explained, however, that it was merely designed to attract the 
support of labor organizations and independent voters, and the 

41 Texts in New Leader , April 21, 1928. 

“Ibid., April 21, 1928. 



0 THE SOCIALISTS ORGANIZE FOR STRUGGLE 


91 


resolution carried. 47 The year 1928 would be dedicated largely to 
rebuilding the Socialist Party. The idea of a great, class-conscious, 
mass party of the workers and farmers would not be forgotten, 48 
but it would have to await Socialist regrouping and upheavals in 
the economy. 


IV 

It is well known that the platforms of political parties grow 
from the rubbing together of conflicting viewpoints. Nevertheless, 
leaders in the last analysis determine content. Such a leader was 
Mayor Daniel Hoan of Milwaukee. On the eve of the convention 
he wrote his viewpoints on a platform to Congressman Berger: 

I think our platform to be at all a practical document should 
be sufficiently brief and simple so that any child twelve years 
old reading it could understand it. If it is true that a large per¬ 
centage of working people have minds of twelve-year-old chil¬ 
dren, it is high time our platform is written so that it can be 
understood by them. My humble opinion is that the platform 
should be no longer than the Milwaukee municipal platform, 
finally adopted, so that hundreds of thousands of them could be 
distributed as small hand bills. If the usual classical document 
is written it is more than useless to have them printed, except 
for a few copies to furnish to the parlor and literary variety of 

Socialist. 49 

In accepting the 1920 nomination for President, Eugene V. Debs 
had said, “Phrases do not make a revolution. I am glad that the 
platform has been written in clean American terms. The trouble 
with our platforms in the past is that we have not made ourselves 
understood.” 50 

41 New York Times, April 18, 1928. 

*» Appearing at the height of the campaign was Nathan Fine's volume, Labor 
and Farmer Parlies in the United Slates. 1828-1928 (New York, Rand School. 
1928) which reflected the conviction of its writer that despite the past failures of 
such parties, changing conditions might bring a “labor-farmer-progressivc" party. 
"We go on and on because we have faith that the future belongs to us. And they 
who will follow will take up the fight where we left off." (p. 438.) 

*“ Hoan to Berger, March 23, 1928, Hoan Papers. 

“ The Bulletin of the Socialist Party, June 1, 1920, in file "Society Publications, 
U.S.A., Socialist Parly" in Hoover Library, Stanford University. 
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For whatever reason, the platform for 1928 turned out to be 
short, well organized, and written in relatively simple English. It 
opened with the bald announcement, “We Americans are told that 
we live in the most prosperous country in the world. . . . Yet 
poverty abounds.” Prosperity was only in the stock market. Farm 
tenancy and unemployment were termed common. A third of the 
aged were said to depend on charity. Government had been used 
by the owning class to curtail the power of the workers, with 
exploitation of the many by the few the rule. Courts had been 
made “the instruments of class justice,” and freedoms had been 
lost. Note, it said, the cases of Tom Mooney and of Sacco and 
Vanzetti! The sons of workers died in Nicaragua (in the Marines). 
The World War, alleged this economic interpretation, had been 
caused by trade and financial rivalries between nations. 

Government must be made the servant of the people, continued 
the Socialist platform. Place no trust in political Messiahs leading 
major parties belonging to “landlords, bankers, oil speculators, 
coal and power barons.” The capitalist class was called naturally 
corrupt. The platform summarized the Socialist cause in a rosy 
glow: 

As the only democratic labor party in the United States, we 
stand now as always, in America and in all lands, for the col¬ 
lective ownership of natural resources and basic industries and 
their democratic management for the use and benefit of all 
instead of the private profit of the privileged few. 

The ten headings in the document were: public ownership and 
conservation, unemployment relief, labor legislation, taxation, civil 
liberties, “antilynching,” political democracy, credit and banking, 
farm relief, and international relations. It is not necessary to re¬ 
produce the sentiments of each section, but certain highlights are 
revealing. Nationalization of the banking and currency systems 
would bring emancipation from the “money trust.” Higher taxes 
on the rich and on corporations would provide money for social 
insurance, a step toward “social justice.” The annual rental value 
of all land held for speculation should be appropriated through 
taxation. Citizens loaning money abroad should do so at their own 
risk. The war debts should be canceled if the debtor nations first 
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canceled amounts due them and agreed to reduce their military 
budgets. The United States should enter the League of Nations 
and recognize Soviet Russia. War should be outlawed by treaty. 
The Philippines should be given independence, Porto Rico [sic} 
made autonomous, and the Virgin Islands ought to be given civil 

government.” 

The Constitution of the United States should be modernized by 
a convention, said the platform, to bring direct election of the 
President, and changes like proportional representation, reduc¬ 
tion of Congressional representation when voting equality had been 
withheld, and the abolition of judicial review. Injunctions in labor 
disputes were to be abolished. Civil rights were to be guaranteed 
by legislation. Jobs on public works or unemployment insurance 
were to be given the unemployed. The party urged nationalization 
of coal mines, water sites, industrial power systems, railroads, and 
other means of transportation and communication "to recover the 
rightful heritage of the people.” There must be government op¬ 
erated health and accident insurance and old age pensions, for 
workers should be dependent on the “community” for such things 
rather than on employers. A shorter workday, a maximum five-day 
week, a child-labor amendment, and an end to convict labor were 
demanded. Detective agencies engaged in interstate business were 
to be abolished (presumably because they were sometimes used in 

breaking strikes). 

In general consideration of the Socialist Party platform of 1928, 
it may be said that unlike that of the Communist Party the platform 
made proposals rather than demands. There were constant refer¬ 
ences to “our” country. The Marxist concept of the “few” and the 
“many” was ever-present. The tone was quiet, judicial, factual, 
and certain. Despite the calls for government ownership of the 
means of production, distribution, communication, and natural 
resources, the many proposed reforms, the general moderation of 
tone, and the trend of intervening events nearly persuade the 
reader that this economic radicalism was not so radical after all. 
Nevertheless it was—for that day. Yet one notes the absence of 
any attempt to discuss in detail the path to be followed when con¬ 
verting resources and industries to government control and owner- 
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ship. There is ample reason to believe that Socialist leaders in 
America felt no need in the 1920s to face that thorny (and pre¬ 
sumably distant) problem. No less a person than Norman Thomas 
wrote formally a year later: “There is an immense and absorb¬ 
ingly interesting work to be done . . . especially in deciding 
where to begin the nationalizing process, how to acquire our 
natural monopolies, and how to administer them efficiendy and 
democratically with due regard for both consumers and pro¬ 
ducers.” 51 (This is a surprising admission by the leader of a 
movement nearly a century old in Europe and certainly no new¬ 
comer to America.) The platform was in no way antireligious nor 
was it excessively antipatriotic. It did not direct epithets against 
individual corporations or persons by name. The appeal was, 
above all, to the intellect rather than to the emotions. That it also 
called for reforms aplenty is evident. That it called for socialism, 
however, is both clear and historically meaningful. 

Another significant result of the convention was the Socialist 
Party document entitled, “An Address to the Organized Workers.” 
Surely the Socialists and the trade unionists could get along to¬ 
gether, it stated hopefully. In every other modern country they 
had grown up together; elsewhere, the leading spirits in the two 
movements were the same. Socialist and trade unionist certainly 
sought to realize “fundamental democracy” in industry and so¬ 
ciety. Why should ancient grudges and misunderstandings live on 
in America when the Socialists had played such an important 
organizational role in the “sweated” needle trades and elsewhere? 
Who had raised nearly half of the steel strike funds in 1919? But 
the workers must not confuse the Communists with the Socialists. 
The former had nearly wrecked the few trade unions where they 
had gained a foothold, whereas the Socialists opposed the very idea 
of dictating to the organized working class. The Socialists said they 
wanted to see the unions grow until they covered all industries in 
the United States. 

The “Address to the Organized Workers” stressed first and fore¬ 
most the idea that the road to self-improvement for the unions lay 

11 Norman Thomas, “Why Not a New Party?" North American Review (Febru- 
ary, 1929), 149. 



0 THE SOCIALISTS ORGANIZE FOR STRUGGLE 


95 


in political action. The unions should not renounce government as 
an agency capable of furthering human welfare. Every other labor 
movement in the world already knew that the regulatory powers 
of the state could bring deliverance from evil. Because American 
unions had not demanded and gotten government relief, great 
corporations had been able to include welfare measures in their 
programs of company unionism, and this meant that workers got 
their accident and old age insurance as favors from the bosses 
rather than as rights from their own government. Who really be¬ 
lieved that individual initiative had been alone in building the 
railroads or the merchant marine? Other groups and classes had 
used the government. The workers must do likewise. 

Turning to the American Federation of Labor, the Address 
wondered how anyone could see successes in the nonpartisan 
policy” the A. F. of L. had practiced since 1906. Were there any 
city councils or state legislatures composed of distinct labor groups? 
Could labor point to any political body and say, “They hold our 
mandate, are subject to our instructions, report to us on their work, 
and carry out our will”? The men labor considered “friends” owed 
their first allegiance to their parties and party leaders, not to the 
trade unions. The primaries had proved almost useless. 5 - 



The party convention left power over the forthcoming campaign 
in the hands of the National Executive Committee, a body which 
would meet in Baltimore, July 7-8, and Cleveland, September 
22-23. 5: ‘ The group then discussed getting on the various state 
ballots, campaign plans, and organization work, attended a mass 
meeting Sunday afternoon, and enjoyed an evening banquet. Many 
details discussed were minute in the extreme. Berger of Wisconsin, 
Hillquit and Oncal of New York, James D. Graham of Montana, 


“Text in New Leader. April 28. 1928. An editorial of live months 
made similar points. “Independent Political Action," ibid.. December V 

> < ■ _ . - — .. - .4 a **rimi* ( h . I < w> ■ ■ not M • till 


before 
1927. 

Maurer and a colleague were named to ‘•revise" this document for later use. 
(Minutes. National Executive Committee Meeting, May 19-20, 1928, Moan Papers.) 

03 William H. Henry, executive secretary, to N.H.C., June 13. 1928, Minutes, 
N.E.C., both in Moan Papers. 
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Joseph W. Sharts, Ohio, W. R. Snow, Illinois, and Dr. William D. 
Van Essen, Pennsylvania, comprised the group, with Hillquit In¬ 
ternational Secretary and Berger National Chairman. The New 
York headquarters of the party, directed by Julius and G. August 
Gerber, managed the over-all campaign, but the national headquar¬ 
ters remained in Chicago/' 4 handling party organization, member¬ 
ship, and similar matters. Friction between the two was common, 
as will be seen. 

A National Campaign Committee, consisting of the N.E.C. (ex 
officio), two delegates from state committees in Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, and Connecticut, and the members of the Socialist Action 
Committee of New York, handled campaign details; its reports and 
those of the campaign manager were sent to various national 
officials. A National Campaign Council consisted of “the associate 
campaign representatives throughout the country.” Decisions of 
both groups were subject to review by the N.E.C. 55 

The condition of the Socialist Party nationally was in the spring 
of 1928 an amalgam of problems in membership, leadership, and 
finances. William H. Henry, executive secretary, reported from 
Chicago on the first two matters to Julius Gerber late in May, 
saying that the use of two or three thousand dollars would have 
been a big help in organizational work earlier in the year. 

In the South, reported Henry, the situation was blue. Scarcely 
any contact in Alabama; slight activity in Florida and Georgia; 
some hope in Mississippi and Kentucky—provided funds could 
be had; and in South Carolina, “the few votes we would get there 
would not be worth the time and expenditure.” The same was true 
of Louisiana. Workmen’s Circle branches were the chief Southern 
hope. In the West, an organizer would handle ballot problems in 
Oregon and W ashington, while California would “take care of 
itself.” A Colorado convention would nominate a ticket, and Idaho 
had a regular state organization with “a sprinkling of members.” 

In the Middle West, Wisconsin would need no attention from 
national bodies, while Illinois had held a state convention and 
Indiana was about to do so. In Iowa the necessary 500 signatures 

M Henry to N.E.C. and state, district, and federal secretaries, June 13, 1928, 
Hoan Papers. 

“ Minutes, N.E.C., July 7 8. 1928, Hoan Papers. 
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were being gathered, and for $20 a week a comrade in Kansas was 
doing a good job. In the East, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New 
York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey were taking care of them¬ 
selves. All in all, the Chicago headquarters felt justified in regret¬ 
ting that the New York office had been given power formerly 
lodged in Chicago just when “the situation” was "in hand” and 
comrades were "looking to the National Office for direction.” 50 

The financial affairs of the Socialist Party in 1928 are nearly as 
troublesome to the historian as to the worried Socialist leaders of 
that day. The party was virtually bankrupt in the spring; so much 
seems clear. It was behind in its payments to the International. 
Hillquit hoped that new spirit might make it possible “to pay all, 
or at least a very substantial part, of its arrears.” •“ G. August 
Gerber gave $1,400 and August Claessens $1,000 in April, and 
the Jewish Daily Forward gave $1,000. :,K (The latter had been 
termed "the only wealthy Socialist institution in the United States” 
and the recipient of "substantial profits”; it had been generous in 
contributions to national and international party activities.-' 11 ') The 
collection at the national convention came to only $1,700, a third 
of it from John T. Whilock of Chicago."" Meanwhile, the party 
could only pay $200 every 60-90 days on a thousand-dollar bank 
loan that fell due in 1928; to get it in the first place every member 
of the N.E.C. had to endorse it personally."' By midsummer the 
situation was so serious at national headquarters (with dues paid 
by 6,541 members the lowest figure in years) the national organi¬ 
zation fell two months behind on payments of small sums (c.g., 
$20, $50) to state and local party offices."- N.E.C. meetings were 
only financed by holding special affairs concurrently in the host 
city; when at one point no city felt capable of performing this 
service the N.E.C. had to postpone its meeting. 03 A picnic staged 
by the Socialist state body in Wisconsin took in $4,880.73, to be 

“Henry lo Gerber. May 23. 1928. Hoan Papers. 

"Hillquit to F. Adler, April 24, 1928, Hillquit Papers. 

“Financial Report. April. 1928. Hoan Papers. 

“•Hillquit to Adler, September 22, 1926. Hillquit Papers. 

•' W. R. Snow to James Oneal. June 6. 1928, Hoan Papers. 

•‘Henry to N.E.C., various letters. 1928, Hoan Papers. 

“ Henry to N.E.C., August 14. 1928, Hoan Papers. 

“Henry to N.E.C., May 4, 1928, Hoan Papers. 
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sure, but expenses came to $3,197.72, with substantial sums being 
paid to rent tents and children’s swings, $200 paid Norman Thomas 
to speak, and $611.99 going for raffle merchandise. 04 The State 
Federation of Labor in Wisconsin accepted $200 in cash and a 
note for $500 when $1,000 in bonds it held on the Social Demo¬ 
cratic Publishing Company (Milwaukee Leader ) fell due. Earlier, 
the union men had given $200 to the Socialist Lecture Fund. 65 
Yet such measures as these fell far short of solving the problem 
of financing organizing work. How close the party ever came to 
reaching the $100,000 total for expenditure in all states 00 is diffi¬ 
cult to say in view of all the committees and bodies involved. Cer¬ 
tainly the recital just presented contains one sour note after an¬ 
other. One wonders how Morris Hillquit could have assured anyone 
in May, “1 really feel that this campaign will witness the rebirth 
of the Socialist movement in the United States.” 07 

So far as the Socialist Party was concerned, in any case, the 
time was at hand for recasting the nation into new patterns with 
new methods based on new ideas. Class consciousness was urged 
freely. “Be a farmer or a worker in politics as you are in your own 
organization,” urged James Oncal, later party historian. 08 In a 
lead editorial on May Day, the Milwaukee Leader spoke noble 
words: 

While we Socialists continually work for the immediate interests 
of the common people, nevertheless, we always have our eyes 
on a farther goal. We are charged with being idealists. We admit 
the charge, and we are proud of it. We are not at all satisfied 
with the present cverybody-for-himself social arrangements. 

"Financial Report, January 1, 1929, File 22. Socialist Party of Milwaukee Col¬ 
lection. Milwaukee Court House. 

<a Financial Statement, January 1, 1927; Minutes of Genera] Executive Board 
Meeting, January 4, 1929, and June 11, 1927, Wisconsin State Federation of Labor 
Papers, Wisconsin State Historical Society. 

"Hillquit to Albert M. Todd, Kalamazoo, Michigan, May 23, 1928, Hillquit 
Papers. 

"• Idem. The present writer cannot grasp clearly what happened in Virginia, 
where it was alleged that the Socialist candidate for U. S. Senator withdrew when 
the Democrats allegedly paid $500 to the Socialist state chairman. It seems the 
party needed the money more than the votes, but the evidence is incomplete. 
“Summary of Findings and Decision of the N.E.C. [Socialist Partyl," in File, 
Letters, 1931-1932, Norman Thomas Papers, New York Public Library. 

“ “Common Sense Politics." Milwaukee Leader. May 3, 1928. 



(X) THE SOCIALISTS ORGANIZE FOR STRUGGLE 


99 


Not competition but brotherly cooperation was the goal, wrote 
this leading Socialist newspaper, judging that competition leads 
to insanity, graft, and suicide. It contended that the “system” leads 
to poverty and unemployment. “We believe the time has come 
when it is possible for human beings to live together in peace, 
friendliness, and happiness. Therefore, it is our great object to 
change the capitalist system into the Socialist system.” 69 On this 
challenging note the Socialist Party of the United States launched 
its crusade to achieve a political mandate to remake the nation’s 
economic structure and party system. 

m “May Day Thoughts,’* ibid.. May 1, 1928. 



Chapter 5 


The Communists Organize 
For Battle 


THE POLITICAL CAMPAIGN OF 1928 had neither a begin¬ 
ning nor an ending for the Communist Party. The nominating 
convention in May was not its beginning. The counting of the votes 
in November settled nothing with finality. To a certain extent this 
is true of all parties; yet with the Communists the situation dif¬ 
fered considerably. As William Z. Foster announced in his speech 
accepting the nomination for President: 

We are not going into the national election campaign solely 
f°r the purpose of getting votes. ... We also have other bigger 
objectives. . . . Our aim must he to arouse the class-conscious¬ 
ness of the masses in a political sense and to mobilize them for 
struggle: on all fronts. Vote-getting is only one aspect of this 
general mobilization of the workers.’ 

'Acceptance Speeches ... of the Workers (Communist) Party (New York 
National Election Campaign Committee. 1928), p. 11. This chapter and chapter 
X together comprise the story of the Communist Party in the Presidential Election. 
In earlier drafts, they appeared in the author's doctoral dissertation, “Labor and 
Politics in 1928, Stanford University, 1951, and as ‘The Communist Party in the 
Presidential Election of 1928." Western Political Quarterly. XI (September. 1958), 
5I |. 4 ~u 38 - lhe s,or >' in the context of other political appeals, is the manner in 
which this group in American life offered itself to the citizenry during a regularly 
scheduled election. Leaders are quoted from official party sources which are 
authentic beyond question. Those interested in minute maneuverings among the 
Communists in the 1920s will want to read the volumes of Theodore Draper on this 
subject. David J. Saposs, Communism in American Politics (Washington, D.C., 
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Foster refrained from announcing what party leaders knew, that 
its method of participation in the campaign had been determined 
by direct orders from the Third International (Comintern)—a 
fact openly admitted after the election.- 

The Communist press began to take notice early in 1928 of the 
rumors that Herbert C. Hoover would be the nominee of the Re¬ 
publicans and Alfred E. Smith the candidate of the Democrats. 
Both were quickly subjected to thorough and imaginative charac¬ 
ter assassination in the pages of the Communist and the Daily 
Worker. Nor did Socialist party leader Norman Thomas escape 
vilification. Hoover was venemously attacked as a man who al¬ 
legedly made fabulous profits out of relief work in World War I. 
Smith, Tammany Hall, and Democratic leaders were cartooned 
repeatedly as grafters and thieves. Thomas was termed the arch 
betrayer” of the working class. An article on Hoover in the Janu¬ 
ary issue of the Communist used typical invective: 

The election of Hoover in 1928 means that for the next four 
years there will head the government an unscrupulous adept at 
utilizing misery and devastation for imperialist purposes. There 
is no infamous act he has not been guilty of against defenseless 
people. 

His hands were alleged to be “dripping with the blood” of the 
European workers. 3 Against these candidates of the hated capi¬ 
talists, the Communists would present, they said, a truly proletarian 
ticket. 

The tone of the campaign was set in a Daily Worker editorial 
on May Day. The Soviet Union was exalted as "the Socialist 
fatherland” of all who toiled “in every nation of the world.” The 


I960), deals with party activities in later years, and his Communism in American 
Unions (New York, 1959) is another interesting account; both appeared after the 

present account was brought to completion. 

2 "Carrying out the decisions of the Ninth Plenum of the Comintern, the Ameri¬ 
can Communist Party entered the campaign as an independent force . J. 

Louis Engdahl, "The Victors in the American Elections." International Press Cor¬ 
respondence. VI11 (Vienna. November 16. 1928). p. 1500. Italics in the original. 
Engdahl was an important official in the American party writing in the interparty 

house organ of the Third International. _ c 

* H. M. Wicks, “Herbert Hoover." Communist. VII (January, 19_8), 73 74. See 
also j. Louis Engdahl, “The Presidential Elections in the United States." Interna¬ 
tional Press Correspondence. VIII (Vienna. June 28. 1928), 641-42. an article 
subtitled "Herbert Hoover—Wall Street's Agent. 
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Red Army of the Soviet Union was said to be “at the disposal of 
the working class and of the exploited peoples of all nations,” for 
here was “the army of the Revolution.” 

working class that none of its demands and needs of life can 
be secured except through class struggle under the leadership 
of the revolutionary Communist Party and the Communist In¬ 
ternational. . . . The Union of Socialist Soviet Republics is the 
stronghold of the revolution. 

The World revolutionary movement is the Communist move¬ 
ment. Its leadership is the Communist International. The world 
revolution casts up accounts today and finds itself stronger than 
ever for the stormy times which will usher in the Union of 
Socialist Soviet Republics of the World. 

In all imperialist countries the developing events show the 

Readers of the Daily Worker were therefore urged to “Join the 
Workers (Communist) Party of America, section of the Commu¬ 
nist International.” 4 The American party’s chief English-language 
organ had set the tone for the coming political fray, and the nine 
foreign-language newspapers followed suit. 


I 

The Communists held their party nominating convention in New 
York City from May 25 to 27, 1928. The message of greetings 
sent the group by the Political Secretariat of the Third Interna¬ 
tional hoped that the coming “fight” would develop the “class 
struggle.” 5 The convention quickly replied with enthusiasm: 

The National Convention pledges itself to be worthy of the 
confidence of the Communist International, and solemnly prom¬ 
ises to enter into the election struggle—which will be a struggle 
against the corrupt bureaucracy of the American Federation 
of Labor and the renegade Socialist Party—with the true plat¬ 
form of the class struggle, as a champion of the working class, 
working farmers, and oppressed Negro race and as an organizer 
of the struggle against United States imperialism. 0 


“‘Revolutionary Greetings.” Daily Worker. May 1, 1928. 
b Daily Worker. May 2S, 1928 
6 Ibid., May 28, 1928. 
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The nearly three hundred convention delegates 7 * * represented 
thirty-nine states and the District of Columbia,” although the 
method of their choosing is shrouded in doubt. The size of a state’s 
delegation was proportional to the “strength” of its party organi¬ 
zation and its “industrial importance” as a state. New York had 
48, Pennsylvania 32, Illinois 25, Massachusetts and Michigan 20 
each, and Ohio 19.° The credentials committee reported with out¬ 
spoken pride that 60 per cent of the party’s delegates had been 
jailed at least once because of their devotion to the cause. 10 * 

Two thousand people gathered in the Central Opera House at 
Sixty-seventh Street and Third Avenue to hear the acceptance 
speeches of William Z. Foster and Benjamin Gitlow. Over their 
heads hung banners proclaiming: “hail the world revolution,” 
“hail the communist international,” “use the campaign to 

SPREAD COMMUNISM,” and "THE STRUGGLE OF THE CHINESE 

workers and peasants is our struggle.” 11 Delegates from coal 
mines in Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Illinois reported 
their versions of life in company towns. Representatives were 
present from New Bedford textile mills, Bethlehem steel mills, De¬ 
troit automobile factories, and Akron rubber factories. 12 Anita C. 
Whitney, a California “militant” of some standing, told the audi¬ 
ence: “The California delegation has come across the continent 
to give tangible proof that this convention has roots in working 
men and women, not only in New York and in the East, but also 
in the states of the Pacific Coast.” 13 

The committee chairmen have a special interest in the perspec¬ 
tive of years, since three would leave party ranks before the 1932 
campaign. James P. Cannon of the resolutions committee would 
go into the Trotskyite opposition to found and become by mid¬ 
century the “grand old man” of the Socialist Workers party. Bert¬ 
ram D. Wolfe of the campaign and propaganda committee would 

7 New York Times, May 28, 1928. gives 267; a party pamphlet gives 296 
"regular” and 150 "fraternal.” 

* Acceptance Speeches, "Foreword," p. 5 

• Daily Worker, May 12, 1928. 

10 New York Times. May 27. 1928. 

u Ibid.. May 26, 1928; Daily Worker. May 28, 1928. 

” Daily Worker, May 28, 1928. 

u Ibid. 
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carve out a more conservative and constructive career as a writer 
on the Russian Revolution, and Jay Lovestone of the platform 
committee would found and then abandon a group of “Love- 
stonites,” joining the staff of a conventional trade-union in New 
York City instead. The other committee chairmen of 1928 were 
Alexander Bittleman, press; Alexander Trachtenburg, ways and 
means; and Jack Stachel, credentials. 14 

Robert Minor presented the report of the committee on nomina¬ 
tions, noting that agreement had been reached “without any dis¬ 
senting vote or dissenting thought, without the proposal of any 
other names.” In the light of this political unanimity, an experi¬ 
enced observer clearly used the right word in later years when he 
said that the Communist convention of May, 1928 had been de¬ 
signed for the “ratification” of its candidates, 15 rather than for 
selecting them. The assembled delegates certainly had little chance 
to do more than applaud the renominated candidates of 1924 when 
they were presented from the platform. There were no nomina¬ 
tions from the floor. 

The rest of this committee report tells modern readers much 
about the nature of the party in 1928. “The purpose of the Com¬ 
munist Party in making nominations is utterly different from the 
purpose of the Republican Party, the Democratic Party, or the 
so-called Socialist Party. . . .” Communist candidates were not 
being selected for their probable capacity to administer the ma¬ 
chinery of the capitalist state. Instead, they were being chosen to 
mobilize the working class against the present form of society, and 
to bring about the “overthrow of the present form of society.” 
Foster and Gitlow were being nominated as a step toward the 
establishment of a revolutionary state. Minor’s report told the con¬ 
vention. These purposes were obviously “utterly antagonistic to 
the purposes for which the American democracy, so-called, was 
formed.” The party’s candidates would be busy in coming months 

" Ibid. Stachel was in the first group of Communist leaders convicted by the 
government in the 1950s; Bittleman and Trachtenburg were in the second group. 
Foster was thought too ill to stand trial. 

15 U. S. Congress, House of Representatives, Investigation of Communist Propa¬ 
ganda. Hearings before special committee to investigate Communist activities in 
the United States. Congressional Record. 71st Congress, 2nd Sess. (1930), Part III, 
Vol. I, 214. 
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supporting various strikes, fighting the old enemy the labor bu¬ 
reaucracy, and building the Red trade-union movement, said the 
report—all in connection with an election campaign. 

Was it wrong for the Communist candidates for various offices 
in a capitalist country to take office and serve if elected? Minor 
asked. His answer was a ringing “No,” and he cited Lenin's re¬ 
puted endorsement of the action of a Communist chief of police 
in Berlin who had used his post to good advantage by passing out 
arms to the workers in that city. Minor asked delegates to remem¬ 
ber one fact: “We are putting up candidates to mobilize the work¬ 
ers for the class struggle. In reality it is not individuals, but our 
Party itself, which is the candidate.” Its candidates would campaign 
“under the discipline of the Party and subject to the iron command 
to carry out the will and the program of our Party.” 10 

When presidential candidate William Z. Foster rose to begin 
his acceptance speech, he had to wait a full twenty minutes for a 
noisy demonstration to die down. With radio microphones before 
him, 17 he began with the orthodox politician's expressions of grati¬ 
tude for the honor he had just received and expressed the hope 
that he might be found worthy in the years of work in the class 
struggle which lay ahead. He observed that wonderful fighting 
spirit had been shown by his audience of “militants”—representa¬ 
tive elements in the American proletariat. Foster reviewed the 
recent past with some approval but warned that basic tasks lay 
ahead. The workers must be induced to vote for the party candi¬ 
dates, taught to accept party leadership, and "drawn ’ into mem¬ 
bership in the party. He then answered a basic question: Why 
would the Communists participate in this capitalist election? 

We are not going into the national election campaign solely for 
the purpose of getting votes. It is of course important that we 
register the extent of our Party's support in the working class by 
mobilizing the maximum number to vote for our candidates. It 
is also important, should the possibility present itself in any of 
the state or local elections, to elect Communist candidates, so 
that they can utilize the legislative bodies as a forum wherefrom 

10 Acceptance Speeches, p. 8. 

"New York Times. May 27. 1928. 
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to acquaint the workers with the iniquities of capitalism and the 
necessity of the Communist program. ,R 

There must be no illusions that the workers could vote their way 
to emancipation—as taught by the Socialist Party. The workers 
must understand, said Foster, that the capitalist class would never 
permit them to take over control of the state peacefully; instead, 
it would fight violently to retain control. The Communist objective 
was stated clearly: a new state, a new government of workers and 
farmers; in short, “the Soviet Government of the United States.” 



William Z. Foster (left). Communist candidate for President, and 
Benjamin Gitlow (right) his running mate. 


'Acceptance Speeches, p. II. The Daily Worker's editorials at the time were 
fully cognizant of tins theme. Before the convention it was explained editorially 
that brother Communist Parties abroad had only recently made fine records 
in the sham elections in Europe Comrades in the United States would do like¬ 
wise. not with illusions in regard to capitalist elections, but to utilize the election 


campaigns for the mobilization and development of the American workers revolu¬ 
tionary movement.” (Daily W orker. May 25. 1928.) A later editorial concluded 
with this sentiment: And our candidates will make clear to the workers in this 
campaign that these sham democratic' elections cannot be the means of freedom 
for our class that only the working class revolution can liberate them from the 


growing exploitation and repression." (Ibid.. May 28. 1928.) 
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Foster turned to the concrete demands of the platform ana 
explained why they had been made. The demands would be stressed 
because revolutionary slogans would not suffice. Yet relying solely 
on such demands would only lead into the blind alley of simple 
“reformism.” The energetic speaker drove home his point: “Our 
Party is a revolutionary Party. It aims not simply to ease condi¬ 
tions a bit under capitalism for the workers but to abolish capital¬ 
ism altogether.” 10 Demands for immediate changes in details of 
the existing order could be used to develop class-consciousness, 
organize the masses, and begin their mobilization for the eventual 
overthrow of capitalism. The coming election was a chance to 
further all the party tasks. The comrades would want to bear in 
mind that even a small party might accomplish big tasks. 

As he neared the climax of his long oration, Foster visualized 
for his audience a happy day when the Communist Party would be 
“the only political party in the United States.” When that time 
should come, the Communist Party would be in truth the party 
of the victorious proletarian revolution! In closing, the Communist 
candidate for President of the United States urged: 

Let us make our Party a worthy brother of the Commu¬ 
nist Parties of the Soviet Union, Germany, France, England. 
Czechoslovakia, China, and other countries, which under the 
leadership of the Communist International, are gradually mobil¬ 
izing the working masses of the world for the overthrow of world 
imperialism and the establishment of the International Socialist 
Republic.- 0 

A period of cheering and singing followed, accompanied by a noisy 
demonstration. 21 

Presidential nominee Foster was 47 years of age in 1928, the 
product of a fabulously varied career. Few men have seen more 
places, earned a living in more different ways, or belonged to more 
organizations of a protest nature. Son of a railroad car washer, he 
was raised in the slums. “I have probably seen some of the worst 

19 Acceptance Speeches, pp. 12-13. 

50 Ibid., p. 31 

21 New York Times, May 28, 1928. Foster’s acceptance speech was run serially 
in the Daily Worker months later and appeared also as a pamphlet. Many of its 
sentiments appeared in other party materials of the day. 
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sides of life,” he has said. He joined the Socialist Party in 1900, 
abandoned the Catholic religion, and became a “conscious atheist.” 
Expelled by the Socialists in 1909, he became an I. W. W. and then 
a Syndicalist. In 1918 a Federal judge found him “particularly 
intelligent, honorable, moderate, tactful and fair.” Active in the 
Chicago Federation of Labor, Foster soon turned up as a leader 
in the postwar steel strikes of 1919. In 1921 he spent three and 
a half months in Moscow and declared himself (behind the scenes) 
a Communist. Until 1924 he labored on behalf of a front group, 
the Trade Union Educational League, and in January, 1924 was 
elected chairman of the central executive committee of the Work¬ 
ers Party. In July he was elected a member of the Executive Com¬ 
mittee of the Communist International in Moscow, and in the 
autumn he was the Workers Party, that is, the Communist, candi¬ 
date for President of the United States. 

His comrades described him as a “tallish thin Yankee with 
scanty hair, a slightly bulging forehead, a narrow chin, and mobile 
mouth,” one combining the characteristics of a church elder and 
a typical Western railroader. Mild mannered and a hard fighter, 
zealous, a vegetarian and nondrinker, he looked the part of an 
intellectual and appreciated good music, possessing a library of 
socialist and literary classics. At the time of his nomination in 
1928, William Z. Foster was to his comrades and to a tiny handful 
of the general American public the symbol and, so far as could 
be ascertained, the reality of top leadership in the American sec¬ 
tion of the Communist Party. 

One characteristic of the acceptance address of Foster in 1928 
was its call for the eventual creation of a labor party. This new 
party would embrace trade unions “and other labor organizations.” 
Although such a mass labor party could be expected to turn weakly 
to "reformist tendencies (trying to improve the lot of the worker 
under capitalism), its creation was called a step in the direction of 
one important goal: the masses must he broken from their party 
allegiances. The labor party would be well worth the building. 22 

- The party s Sub-District of Wisconsin had sought similar unity on a local 
level six months earlier, appealing to the Socialist leaders of Milwaukee to unite 
with them and with trade unions in order to win the local elections in the spring 
of 1^28. Petty details could be ironed out in committees. Revolution and the 
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A Daily Worker editorial synthesized such reasoning the next day: 
“no labor party can lead the working class to victory. Only the 
Communist Party can do that.” 23 Four years after 1924, therefore, 
the memory of the vigorously anti-Communist La Follette-led 
Conference for Progressive Political Action with its amalgamation 
of Progressives, orthodox trade unionists, and Socialists (from 
which Communists had been excluded) had not been erased. Even 
as early as 1921 the Executive Committee of the Comintern had 
complained: "The chief indictment of the Gompers’ trade unions 
should be the fact that they refuse to participate in the establish¬ 
ment of a united front of the workers against the capitalists. 

. . .” 24 Seven years of failure to convert trade union leaders were 
galling. 


II 

When the platform of the Communist Party appeared in pam¬ 
phlet form, its eighteen divisions covered sixty-four pages. Few 
of its points, it may be surmised, were new to faithful readers of 
the Daily Worker, the Communist, or the numerous foreign-lan¬ 
guage publications of the Communists, for the way had been long 
prepared. In a real sense, the important Communist literature of 
1928 was uniform in language, attitude, and reasoning regardless 
of author, length, or form of publication. The party line having 
been established, party writers and speakers stuck to it. Such uni¬ 
formity deadens the modern reader's senses, and he often gets the 
feeling that he has previously read material he is really seeing for 

International were not mentioned in the two-page, single-spaced letter of the Com¬ 
munists. "Were it possible for all working-class organizations to unite upon a 
common platform and a joint slate of candidates in the forthcoming municipal 
election campaign, we have no doubt but that Labor in the city of Milwaukee 
would be able to register considerable gains in political influence and this in turn 
would stimulate the movement for the improvement of economic conditions 
through a stronger trade union organization." The letter concluded "with Fraternal 
Greeting." B. Sklar, Secretary, Sub-District of Wisconsin, Workers (Communist) 
Party of Wisconsin, to Milwaukee County Central Committee, Socialist Party. 
December 2, 1927, in Socialist Party of Milwaukee Papers, File 22. Milwaukee 
County Historical Society. 

“ Daily Worker, May 30, 1928. 

““Theses on the United Front," December 28. 1921, in International Press 
Correspondence, January 10, 1922, pp. 17-19. 
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the very first time. The Communist of the 1920s does not seem to 
have written anything without a party purpose. Originality was not 
regarded as a virtue. Foster’s speech and the platform of his party 
were out of a single mold—the same one that shaped the contem¬ 
porary editorial comment in the Daily Worker. 

The Communist platform’s first section, “America Today,” de¬ 
scribed a land of great resources, huge capital, and immense 
wealth—all concentrated in the hands of a few millionaires. The 
rich were getting richer and the poor poorer. “The overwhelming 
majority of the people work on starvation wages,” it baldly as¬ 
serted.- r * Capitalist decency and morality were equated by the 
Communist platform with “almshouses, brothels, slums, and boot¬ 
leg saloons.” 

The capitalists were charged with prostituting science, literature, 
and art to the level of the prostitution of women, and “capitalist 
justice” was described in terms of “frame-ups” and the third de¬ 
gree. 

The other political parties of the United States were beyond all 
hope, the platform charged. The Republican Party might once have 
been the party of “revolutionary capitalism” when opposed to 
chattel slavery, but had it not come to foster the perpetuation of 
wage slavery? The Democratic Party was no more than the party 
of Negro peonage in the South! The struggle between them was a 
“staged fight, a mock struggle.” Yet it was admitted that some 
small differences of opinion existed within each party. 

1 he Communist platform observed acidly in passing that the 
surviving Progressives of 1924 were enemies of the workers and 
farmers even more dangerous than the hated spokesmen of big 
business. These reformers were said to hide their capitalist faces, 


Average weekly earnings in 1928 for production workers in manufacturing were 
S24.97. for a payroll index number of 109 (1939=100). Common labor in Southern 
steel nulls, it was true, received only 28 cents an hour compared with 45 cents paid 
for similar work in Pittsburgh. Historical Statistics of the United States. 1789-1945, 
67. 69. 1 he top 1 per cent of the population actually received only 15 per cent of the 
total national income, while the top 5 per cent received 27 per cent. (In 1938, after 
the New Deal had almost run its course, the 95 per cent of the people lowest in earn¬ 
ings received 77 per cent of all income—a figure not too different from the 73.2 per 
cent of 1928. Historical Statistics, p. 15, following Kuznets. Strict immigration laws 
had proved necessary in the 1920s to stop the tide of Europeans and Asians seeking 
to “starve’ in America.) 
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thus creating illusions in the minds of the masses. Serving chiefly 
to prop up capitalist society, reformers would have to be com¬ 
batted at all costs. 

The Socialist Party of Norman Thomas came in for its share of 
abuse. It was charged with having lost its militancy and to have 
cast aside its working-class composition in favor of a lower-middle- 
class membership. It was sneered at as a foe of revolution. Norman 
Thomas was called “the worst kind of pacifist, a typical 
preacher.” 20 It was small wonder that in a reminiscent mood in 
later years Mr. Thomas said of the Communists, “They were really 
incredible people in many ways.” 27 

Yet the position of Norman Thomas on pacifism in those years 
was not quite absolute. In May, 1928, he wrote his fellow-Socialist, 
Mayor Hoan of Milwaukee, “I am especially glad that you are 
going to officiate at the launching of the cruiser Milwaukee.” 28 
In 1932, he wrote, “We are not, of course, absolute pacifists. We 
are not democrats first and socialists afterwards.” 20 On Com¬ 
munism, however, his position was unequivocal. The Socialist and 
Communist parties differ sharply on the question of tactics, he 
wrote a questioner in 1932. 

The Communists believe that catastrophe, probably new World 
War, is inevitable; that catastrophe will bring the revolutionary 
movement; that our transition from a capitalist society to a 
socialist society can only be brought about by a stern dictator¬ 
ship of the proletariat; and that in working for this end anything 
goes. 

We socialists believe, on the contrary, that at least in America 
with our tradition, it is better to try to improve democracy than 
to scrap it and that we ought to make socialism the alternative 
to disaster rather than its doubtful consequence. We want to get 
a hold in the unions by methods consistent with ordinary fair 
play . 30 

The cleavage between Socialist Thomas and Communist Foster 
was, in 1928 as later, quite substantial. Nor had the situation four 

2 * The Platform of the Class StruftKle, 5-16. 

n Interview of Norman Thomas by Oral History Project. Columbia University, 
Spring, 1949, p. 62, Manuscript in Columbia University Library. 

*• Thomas to Daniel Hoan, May 8, 1928, Daniel Hoan Papers. Milwaukee County 
Historical Society. 

a Thomas to the Editor, Nebraska State Journal, June 1, 1932. 

^Thomas to Charles A. Emerson. April 18, 1932. Thomas Papers. 
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years earlier been different. Eugene V. Debs had made a real effort 
in the early 1920s to reconcile the unreconcilable, as an able bi¬ 
ographer has shown, 31 but the principles involved were too big 
for goodwill or the ties of friendship to bridge. His brother, Theo¬ 
dore Debs, summed up the years 1919 to 1925 in bitter words: 

If the socialists have hate and rancor the communists are re¬ 
sponsible for it. When they left the Socialist party they declared 
they would at once organize the real revolutionary party. After 
six years they have organized nothing but disruption and de¬ 
struction. 3 - 

In this spirit of unreconcilable conflict the two largest of the Marx¬ 
ist parties in the United States waged the Presidential campaign 
of 1928. The Socialist Labor Party was described by the Com¬ 
munist platform as wholly “fossilized.” Throughout the campaign, 
the Marxist enspirited rivals of the Communists—the Socialist 
Party, the Socialist Labor Party, and the moribund Proletarian 
party—were venomously attacked by those allied with the Third 
International. They were adjudged betrayers of the working class. 33 

The initial blast by the Communist platform against the status 
quo was followed by more detailed sections containing what Robert 
Minor and William Z. Foster had characterized as the immediate 
“demands” of the party. It will be recalled that these were intended 
only as a means of converting workers to full class-consciousness 
and of interesting them in joining the Communist Party. They 
were preliminary steps toward the revolution. It is only in this 
realistic light that the party’s “demands” may be understood. They 
were not framed with any hope of practical results or for any in¬ 
trinsic virtues they had in themselves. The last thing the party 
wanted was to persuade capitalistic legislatures to pass reform legis¬ 
lation which might alleviate suffering or serve to reduce unrest. If 
that were to happen, the revolution might have to be postponed in¬ 
definitely. A few examples will serve to illustrate the point. 

" Ray Ginger, The Bending Cross, Rutgers University Press, New Brunswick, 1949. 

" Theodore Debs to David F. Karsner, March 11, 1925. In David Karsner Papers, 
New York Public Library. 

“* F° r a good example of a thoroughgoing diatribe against the Socialist Party see 
the Daily Worker, October 1, 1928. 
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Chapter II of the platform discussed the problem of unemploy¬ 
ment in capitalistic countries but stated, in italics, "There is no 
cure for unemployment under capitalism.” Neither a shorter work 
day, increased wages, nor public works would help. In spite of this 
hopeless picture the platform proceeded to demand a general 
forty-hour, five-day week without overtime, and extensive public 
works. There should also be employer-financed unemployment in¬ 
surance, but its administration “should be in the hands of the 
workers” 34 —representatives of trade unions, organizations of the 
unemployed, and factory committees. This qualification is the vital 
one. 

Such calls for ersatz reforms were transparent steps toward ul¬ 
timate goals. If read out of context, each demand might appear 
to be in the American tradition of humanitarian concern for the 
underdog. If viewed in such a half-light, the Communist leaders 
of 1928 would appear to be no more than well-intentioned but 
rudely outspoken representatives of a reformist political party. This 
was hardly the case. Because the Communists then and since have 
called for free speech, a free press, civil rights, and other com¬ 
ponents of American democratic belief, they have sometimes led 
the unwary toward a false and quite limited view of their ultimate 
goals. The Communists of 1928 feared the possibility that many 
of the evils still existing in capitalist countries might be corrected. 
One of their most frequent complaints against the Socialists was 
that here was a group willing to step forward when capitalism 
might be sick, thus thwarting the necessary revolution. 

Under a variety of headings the Communist platform discussed 
the real or imagined woes of the American “proletariat.” The 
“bosses” were condemned and the miners praised. United States 
“imperialism” in Latin America and the Far East was contrasted 
with an alleged reduction by the Soviet Union of its military forces. 
American democratic capitalism was pictured as the oppressor of 
the Negroes, the foreign born, women in industry, and working 
children. The Communists called for an end to all taxes touching 
wage earners, and they demanded other changes in taxes and the 

44 Platform of the Class Strangle, p. 42. 



114 


\x\ LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


tariff which were aimed at destroying the middle class as well as 
the hated rich. 

Prohibition was considered an outstanding example of capitalist 
corruption and hypocrisy, and three pages of the platform made 
much of the evils of lawlessness which had accompanied it. The 
party regretted that it had become a political issue, for it made 
more difficult the clarification of “real major class issues.” The 
platform managed to get on all sides of this question before finally 
demanding repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment. Prohibition was 
introduced, the platform said, at the behest of the manufacturers 
in order to increase worker efficiency. Its enforcement hit the poor 
more than the rich. It was an invasion of the private life of the 
workers. Yet those wanting repeal were the “powerful alcohol 
capital.” Prohibition had created a government machine of spies, 
prosecutors, provocateurs, and courts—all adjuncts of the govern¬ 
ment's strike-breaking apparatus. Nevertheless, the government 
was damned for not enforcing prohibition, since bootleggers, “an 
underground capitalist world,” operated, frequently against the 
labor movement. Alcoholism, a “terrible social disease,” would be 
cured by the attainment of a Communist society. The platform 
demanded repeal of prohibition, dissolution of the enforcement 
apparatus, and propaganda against alcoholism. 

The platform called for the formation of a labor party, much as 
Presidential candidate Foster did in his acceptance speech. The 
invitation was not news to trade-union organizations. On opening 
their mail the second week of January, 1927, several groups—the 
Executive Council of the A. F. of L., the secretary of the Socialist 
Party, someone acting for the tired IWW, and officials of “Labor 
Organizations Not Affiliated with the A. F. of L.”—had discovered 
an invitation to form a united front with the Communists. Three 
pages ol single-spaced prose ripped into United States policies in 
Nicaragua, China, and Mexico, with the immediate object of 
persuading all labor and farmer organizations to unite with the 
Rcds. t - The 1928 platform cry for a labor party was an old story 
to union leaders and to radical agitators of long experience. 

-Central Committee. Workers (Communist) Party to Addressees, January 8, 
1927. Socialist Party Papers, Duke University. 



0 THE COMMUNISTS ORGANIZE FOR BATTLE 


115 


After considerable repetition of phrases, the Communist Party 
platform concluded in a forest of exclamation points: “Forward 
by means of relentless class struggle!” “Down with capitalist rule!” 
And finally, “Forward to a Workers' and Farmers' Govern¬ 
ment!” 3,1 Readers of the platform were reminded on an inside 
cover of the pamphlet that they could now purchase from the 
party at the reduced price of fifty cents the vitally important pub¬ 
lication, Report of the Fifteenth Congress of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union. 

As he brought the convention to a close, Jay Lovestone told the 
delegates that they had “the best Communist platform” that the 
party had ever seen. They had chosen “sterling, model revolution¬ 
ists, sterling model standard-bearers” as their candidates. 37 As the 
delegates applauded, Lovestone assured them that communism 
could grow and certainly would grow in the United States. The 
convention of the Communist Party was over. The party was 
organized for battle. 

** Platform of the Class Stni^^le, p. 64. 

37 Acceptance Speeches , pp. 41-42. 
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The A. F. of L. in 
Convention Cities 


MEMBERS OF the American Federation of Labor Nonpartisan 
Political Campaign Committee attended the conventions of both 
political parties. They talked privately with political figures, and 
they no doubt heard reassuring promises, off the record. Of these 
things contemporaries knew little. Labor delegations appeared 
before the resolutions committee of both parties on behalf of the 
planks they wanted to see placed in the platforms. What they asked 
and what they received is easily told. The rest can now be more 
or less pieced together. 


I 


Several weeks betore \V illiam Green left for the Republican 
I aity convention in Kansas City, he released a statement explain¬ 
ing what was meant by a “nonpartisan” political policy in the eyes 
ot the American Federation of Labor. It meant that principle 
wo,llli he Placed above party. Organized labor would support the 
candidates favoring its proposals, for these persons were on the 
side of "the people" rather than “the interests.” Reactionary and 
unfriendly candidates would be opposed. Green announced that 
the A. F. of L. would not lend itself in 1928 to an independent or 
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third party movement. To do so would render impossible the ad¬ 
vancement of the economic, industrial, and political welfare of the 
Federation. No one should get the idea, however, that labor was 
abstaining from political action. Dawes and Ritchie would be op¬ 
posed, and an active and aggressive part would be played in the 
political campaign. 1 * * 4 Ever since the 1927 convention of the A. F. of 
L., close political observers had known that a policy along these 
lines would obtain the next year. The “federation” in the news in 
the spring of 1928 was not the A. F. of L. but the American Farm 
Bureau Federation.- The big question in national political circles 
was “what will the farmers do?” Labor’s political views were of 
slight interest in newspaper circles. 

After checking in at Kansas City’s Ambassador Hotel, two to a 
room, the leaders of the A. F. of L. transmitted to Republican 
Party leaders the legislative program decided on at a May 2 Ex¬ 
ecutive Council meeting in Washington.The suggestions and 
recommendations were advanced as the “matured judgment” of 
the Executive Council and were thereby claimed to be representa¬ 
tive of “the wishes and hopes” of millions of working men and 
women. 

The Resolutions Committee of the Republican Party gave the 
A. F. of L. group (Green, Morrison, Woll, Ryan, O’Connell) 
what it later called “the widest opportunity to present its Platform 
Proposals.” The five-minute rule was overlooked as James J. Davis 
shepherded them about. A full hour passed, Morrison reading and 
Green arguing each in turn. The proposal for injunction relief 
legislation was stressed above all else.* The two labor leaders sug¬ 
gested as a model plank this wording: 

1 New York Times , June 9, 1928. 

3 Note the Literary Digest, May-Junc, 1928, and New York Times, June 10, 
1928. On the pressure activities of the farmers, see Gilbert C. Fite, “The Agri¬ 
cultural Issue in the Presidential Campaign of 1928," Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review , XXXVII (March, 1951), 653-672. 

* Formal letter from the Nonpartisan Political Campaign Committee to the 
Resolutions Committee, New York Times, June 11, 1928. 

4 Minutes, Executive Council, A. F. of L., in A. F. of L. Papers. 
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We believe that injunctions in labor disputes should be granted 
only to protect physical property when there is no adequate 
remedy at law. 

When a person is cited for contempt for violation of an in¬ 
junction in labor disputes, except when such contempt was 
committed in the presence of the court or so near thereto as to 
interfere with the proper administration of justice, he should be 
granted the right of trial by jury. 

The idea of submitting a model wording had come from the Re¬ 
publicans. 5 

The injunction plank was not the only proposal of the labor 
leaders. The Federation called for amendment of the Sherman 
Anti-Trust Act to exempt labor (and agriculture) from prosecu¬ 
tion under its provisions. “The very existence of organized labor” 
was said to have been jeopardized by a law framed to protect the 



How Much Farther Will the Injunction Go?” From United Mine Workers 

Journal 

5 Ibid. 
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people from extortion and oppression. A remedy for the injunction 
evil must be found, since “the people” were discontented, dissatis¬ 
fied, and determined. The workers must be given the right to 
organize so they could cope with modern industrial conditions. 

Immigration should, of course, continue to be rigidly controlled. 
The use of child labor must cease, and the shipment of the products 
of convict labor in interstate commerce should be prohibited. The 
coal industry, “demoralized,” needed constructive legislation. Gov¬ 
ernment public works should be used to attack unemployment, but 
not in times of general employment—at least until a scientific 
study could be made. The vital principles of freedom of speech, 
press, and assembly should not be abridged. Several suggestions 
were made on behalf of government employees. The high wage 
theory of the Federation was urged as a general principle, and the 
five-day week was advocated. The group endorsed graduated in¬ 
come, estate, and inheritance taxes, but the sales tax and similar 
taxes were opposed. The union consensus on prohibition was ex¬ 
pressed briefly in a request that 2.75 per cent beer be legalized. It 
was slyly presumed that this would not violate the spirit or intent 
of the Eighteenth Amendment. 

In an editorial reaction to all this, the New York Times found 
above all that the labor leaders had not supported the farmers in 
their current complaints; the 1924 marriage of convenience was 
at an end. Labor was saying that other economic groups could look 
out for themselves! Labor was bringing pressure on “nervous local 
statesmen,” that is, on candidates for Congress as individuals, said 
the editorial. In a close election such “nonpartisan” tactics could be 
extremely effective.' 1 

How would the Republican convention react to the requests from 
the trade unions—a major group in the American population? 
Could organized labor be given all it asked without at the same 
time antagonizing industrial, business, commercial, or farm in¬ 
terests? 


• Editorial, ‘'Labor Planks/’ New York Times , June 12, 1928. 
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II 

Prospective nominee Herbert Hoover was not present at the 
Kansas City convention. One speculates on what would have been 
his attitude toward the demands of pressure groups as they sought 
to incorporate their desires into the language of the party plat¬ 
form. Suppose Hoover had been a member of the committee 
which had to combine conflicting views into a platform of reason¬ 
able length and clarity; did he believe in political compromises? 

In a letter Hoover had sent to friends back in 1920 he said that 
convention compromises were proof that the nation would not 
succumb to multiparty formation. An effort should be made to 
bring extreme views “to realization” within the party organization. 
Elaborating, he continued: 

Nothing could be more disastrous than the development of 
several party organizations representing the complexion of every 
group in the country. With the legislative and executive func¬ 
tions more widely separated than in any democracy, the whole 
process of constructive government will come to an end if we 
have more than two dominant parties. If we should come to this 
position there will be no possibility of the American people 
securing the will of the majority, and we shall be entirely ruled 
by log-rolling minorities or sterile political coalitions. 7 

Hoover showed himself in this letter a believer in a party system 
in which each of two parties would include elements of all im¬ 
portant groups in the population. Such parties would not be sep¬ 
arated by an ideological gulf. The parties should be similar in 
their general philosophy, yet they would be different because when 
in power, “by actual administration,” they would take on a dif¬ 
ferent complexion. The Hoover position in 1928 seemed un¬ 
changed. It is interesting to note the comment of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt that he was sorry in 1928 to see the evolution of Hoover 
(a favorite of his in 1919-1920) into a “rather ordinary politician” 
who straddled the issues. s Here one finds the “compromise” of 
Hoover called a "straddle” by Roosevelt. 

7 Ibid., June 19, 1920. 

* Ibid., September 27, 1928. 
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The only way such parties as these could endure very long as 
units would be to remain representative of many diverse groups 
and elements in the population. The primary problem of the plat¬ 
form makers at Kansas City and at Houston was to assay the 
relative voting strengths of groups whose desires were known, to 
decide whether requests made to them were really considered vital 
by the rank and file of the groups, and to determine the extent to 
which persons said to be group members would vote with their 
leaders at the polls. Were union members trade unionists first? Did 
they agree, with their leaders, that the injunction was the para¬ 
mount issue of the campaign? Did they even grasp the importance 
of the problem? Perhaps the ordinary workingman would vote 
with the party that promised to preserve immigration barriers or 
with the party that promised to hold high tariff walls to preserve 
American jobs. Here was the dilemma. 

How complex the problem could be may be seen in these propo¬ 
sitions: Suppose the American Federation of Labor were to be 
given all it sought in Kansas City, including a binding promise to 
regulate the injunction. How many citizen voters did not like strikes 
or strikers and would hold responsible the party that facilitated 
them? How many votes from stockholders, the retired and widows 
on pensions, employers, and businessmen would turn against any 
party that strengthened organized labor in its struggle for a larger 
share of industrial profits? And how much campaign money which 
the party could normally count on from businessmen and finan¬ 
ciers would flee elsewhere? Would the unions plug the financial 
gap? Politicians in the Republican Party thought they knew the 
answer to some of these questions and particularly the last one. 
Unions were not about to help finance, directly or indirectly, a 
Hoover campaign in 1928. 

It can be seen that platform makers have a difficult time trying 
to reconcile what may in truth be unrcconcilable. The platform 
which came out of Kansas City did not (and could not by the 
nature of things) give the labor group very much that it asked. 
The Republican platform began in the normal way; it viewed the 
status quo with satisfaction: 
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Under this Administration a high level of wages and living 
has been established and maintained. The door of opportunity 
has been opened wide to all. It has given to our people greater 
comfort and leisure, and the mutual profit has been evident in 
the increasingly harmonious relations between employers and 
employees, and the steady rise by promotion of men in the shops 
to places at the council tables of the industries. 

The tariff, it said, had raised the well-being of the people and 
brought higher wages and increased industrial productivity. In 
certain industries “American labor” might expect still higher tariff 
aid. It was “inconceivable” that labor would ever consent to any 
abolition of protection that would bring with it a decline to Euro¬ 
pean levels of living. Farmers were reminded in passing that they 
were dependent on the purchasing power of labor. 

The platform supported the idea of “freedom in wage contracts” 
and the concept of collective bargaining by voluntary agreement, 
but it did not elaborate. Injunctions, the Party said briefly, “have 
in some instances been abused and have given rise to a serious 
question for legislation.” n One editorial ironically called this gen¬ 
eralized observation “an epoch-making discovery.” 10 Certainly the 
Federation’s proposed wording was wholly missing. Labor leaders 
who sought to know what improvements in labor legislation might 
be anticipated from another Republican administration would find 
scant comfort in a sentence which appeared earlier in the platform: 
“The record of the present Administration is a guaranty of what 
may be expected of the next. Our words have been made deeds. 
We offer not promises but accomplishments.” 11 The Federation 
leaders had kept in touch with the Resolutions Committee through¬ 
out the session, and their seats for convention sessions were good. 
But accomplishments had been few. 


Ill 

As he studied the situation after Kansas City, President Tobin 
of the Teamsters felt that the Democrats could not possibly do less 

* Republican Party Platform, in Official Report of the Proceedings of the Nine¬ 
teenth Republican National Convention (New York, 1928), pp. 113-131. 
"’Editorial, New York Tunes. June 15, 1928. 

11 Republican Party Platform, in Republican Convention Proceedings, 114. 
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for labor than had the Republicans. What was the trouble? Why 
was labor failing to get its point of view across? 

My opinion is, Labor should expect but very little from poli¬ 
ticians until it is fully organized or more thoroughly organized 
than at present. . . . Until we can prove to the political party 
managing the affairs of our nation that we have the power to 
dethrone them we can never hope to get anywhere. 

A labor organization weak, divided, or cursed in part with selfish 
leaders, said Tobin, could never “strike terror” into the hearts of 
politicians. Labor must act as a body on election days. 12 

If Matthew Woll, William L. Hutcheson, or John L. Lewis, Re¬ 
publicans in the labor movement, made any public protests over 
what was left undone at Kansas City, the public record is silent. 
William Green, too, had nothing to say. A reporter for the New 
York Times editorialized a bit in a signed news column devoted to 
the platform, saying, “There are no planks with a progressive 
trend, and no advocacy of social changes—just promises that the 
Republican Party will endeavor to go forward on the traditions of 
the past with as little interference with business as possible.” 13 
A. F. of L. leaders seem to have hoped that Herbert Hoover 
would advance well beyond the bare language of the platform in 
his acceptance speech and later campaign utterances. After all, 
John L. McNab of California in his nominating speech said that 
Hoover always had shown sympathy for the laboring man, once 
worked with his hands, and was a person who would understand 
the toiler’s problems. Hoover was termed humanitarian, statesman, 
administrator, and “wholesome human being.” 14 Perhaps he would 
have much to say on labor issues when the time came. The labor 
leaders would just have to wait. In the meantime, there was a trip 
to be made to Houston, Texas, for the convention of the Demo¬ 
cratic Party. 

When interviewed enroute to Houston, William Green stated that 
labor would seek there a modification of the Volstead Act to per¬ 
il Editorial, Teamsters Magazine. XXV (July, 1928), 9. Written in June, be- 

tween the conventions. . 

13 Charles R. Michael in New York Times , June 15, 1928. The Times pinned 
its hopes on Governor Smith in 1928, but its news column remained free of bias 
for the most part. 

“Text in Republican Convention Proceedings, pp. 177-185. 
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mit the sale of 2.75 per cent beer, clauses on better wages and 
working conditions for Federal employees, and relief from injunc¬ 
tions. Shortly after his arrival it became known that the labor group 
was pressing the Smith leaders to accord Major George L. Berry 
of Tennessee, president of the Printing Pressmen, the Vice Presi¬ 
dential nomination. "Of course the Smith people could give us no 
assurances,” said Green, “but we came away with the distinct im¬ 
pression that our man would be favorably considered.” Perhaps 
250 to 400 votes might be obtained from the Middle West and 
South for the former vice commander of the American Legion, 
he thought. 15 Berry had been urged for the post as early as April 
by the president of the Colorado State Federation of Labor, and 
Hearst wrote at the time that Berry was very popular with both the 
union men and the publishers of America; the Democrats should 
take notice of him. Nothing came of this boomlet, however, for 
the big problem of 1928 seemed to be the farmer. Vice Presidential 
nominees Charles Curtis and Joseph T. Robinson were tailored by 
their parties to meet the alleged needs of the day. The campaign 
manager for Senator Alben W. Barkley of Kentucky asserted (cor¬ 
rectly) that his man had the support of labor, especially the Broth¬ 
erhoods, for the office, but to no avail. Berry's own explanation of 
his failure reads lamely. Senator Caraway, he said, had lined up 
Senators for Robinson, largely to get him out of the way in Arkan¬ 
sas politics! Berry said that he was at least second choice for the 
post, anyway. 10 

While there is no need to discuss here in any detail the Houston 
convention of the Democratic Party, a few items unknown to more 
than a handful of contemporaries may be mentioned briefly. Two 
speeches were noteworthy. One was the keynote speech of Claude 
G. Bowers, biographer and later ambassador; the other was Frank¬ 
lin D. Roosevelt's speech nominating Governor Smith. The two 
speeches had a certain kinship. Back in 1925, Bowers had dis¬ 
cussed in a letter to Roosevelt his new book, Jefferson and Hamil¬ 
ton. "1 wrote the book really to recall the party of Jefferson to the 

"New York Times. June 24. 27. 1928. Other acceptable candidates: Robinson. 

tnio a’ S°? g T sman Raincy of Illinois. Executive Council Minutes, August 
1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

,a Berry to Green. July 9. 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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real meaning of Jeffersonian Democracy,” he said, 17 obviously 
thrilled at Roosevelt’s New York World review, which had ap¬ 
plauded, “I feel like saying ‘at last’ as I read Mr. Claude G. 
Bowers’ thrilling Jefferson and Hamilton.” A few weeks after his 
first letter Bower added, ‘‘I am delighted because I really feel that 

the book is of political value.” 18 

It was early in 1928 when Roosevelt, possibly recalling this 
interchange, asked that Bowers be named to a special committee 
on Preconvention Campaign Work ‘‘so that we may avail ourselves 
of his wonderful knowledge of the historic traditions of our Party 
in preparing material.” 19 Bowers was selected to make the key¬ 
note speech and did so. Roosevelt’s private reaction was, ‘‘I doubt 
if ... he made many Republican or independent converts.” 
Roosevelt said that in his own speech he took the other tack, since 
‘‘it is my belief that the Democratic Party can never win until it 
converts about four million people who have usually voted the 

other way.” 20 

Roosevelt nominated Smith from a manuscript posted on card¬ 
board sheets and marked carefully for emphasis. ‘‘Heavy” and 
“low” appear. The speech was polished from half a dozen drafts, 
with the last paragraph written, changed, and rewritten repeat¬ 
edly. 21 All this was “deliberately prepared” for “the benefit of the 
radio audience and the newspapers rather than for any oratorical 
effect it might have on the Convention itself,” according to him. 22 
“Smith had the votes anyway and it seemed to me more important 
to reach out for the Republicans and independents throughout the 

country.” 23 

What did the visiting national labor leaders think of the Roose¬ 
velt emergence from years of partial paralysis? One can only guess. 
A1 Smith wired, “heard your splendid speech on radio, my 
deepest THANKS and appreciation.” 24 Among a thousand let- 

n Bowers to Roosevelt. December 2. 1925. Roosevelt Papers. 

'* Bowers to Roosevelt. January 19. 1925. Roosevelt Papers. 

»• Roosevelt to Clem Shaver, January 7, 1928 (a preliminary draft; mailed?), 
Roosevelt Papers. 

•> Roosevelt to George Foster Peabody. August 7. 1928. Roosevelt Papers. 

n Drafts in Roosevelt Papers. 

** Roosevelt to C. I. Burch, August 22. 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

a Roosevelt to Walter Lippmann, August 6. 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

Smith (at Albany) to Roosevelt, June 28. 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
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ters and telegrams attracted by the speech 25 was Hamilton Holt’s 
friendly appraisal that it was “the best I have heard from anyone, 
anywhere, since the death of Woodrow Wilson. 20 The immediate 
future for the man nominating Smith lay in the party nomination 
for Governor of New York State, and one must surmise that the 
Houston convention speech played a part in this outcome. As for 
the Bowers book and speech, they laid some of the groundwork 
for the “people” versus property rights issue which Roosevelt 
would make his own in the years ahead, applauded by many—in¬ 
cluding most leaders of labor. 


IV 

The A. F. of L. delegates at Houston had what they called the 
“widest possible opportunity” to present their viewpoints; theirs 
was a “respectful hearing.” One and a half hours were occupied 
by the matter. (The request on the injunction was identical with 
that of Kansas City. 27 ) 

The Democratic Party platform was vigorously criticized by the 
New York Times, which said editorially, “The interminable and 
wordy assertions and charges and pledges represent the resultant 
of many conflicting views and divergent hopes urged upon the 
Committee on Resolutions.” 28 Like the Republican platform, it 
was a mass of compromises which tried to reconcile extreme views 
into positions that all might support. Its judgment on the worth of 
the political administrations since Wilson left office was the cry, 
“Turn the rascals out.” To a business-minded nation it offered the 
idea that the Democratic Party stood for “businesslike reorganiza¬ 
tion” of the government; the party would use “businesslike meth¬ 
ods.” Moreover, “honest business, no matter what its size, need 
have no fears of a Democratic administration.” Yet'the govern¬ 
ment should “preserve equal opportunity,” since prosperity should 
not be confined to a favored few. The platform found “agriculture 
prostrate, industry depressed, American shipping destroyed, work- 

“ Roosevelt to G. A. Rogers, Esq., August 6, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

n Holt to Roosevelt, August 14, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

" Executive Council Minutes. August, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

M New York Times, June 30, 1928. 
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men without employment, everywhere disgust and suspicion and 
corruption unpunished and unafraid.” Although the tariff had been 
“monopolistic and extortionate” under the Republicans, the Demo¬ 
crats would manage to base it on rates sufficient to maintain legiti¬ 
mate business and a high standard of wages. The American laborer 
was promised adequate safeguards. Aid was promised the farmer 
in a lengthy section on agriculture. Some compromises tended to 
make the platform look somewhat ridiculous. Armaments would 
be reduced but national defense maintained adequately. The na¬ 
tion would cooperate with other nations, yet at the same time 
“stand as a unit.” While the Republicans had not financed many 
important government agencies adequately, the Democratic plat¬ 
form thought taxes should be reduced. 

The labor plank of the Democratic Party favored collective 
bargaining in principle and asserted that organized labor should 
choose its own representatives without coercion or interference. 
Labor was not a commodity and should therefore be exempt from 
the antitrust laws. If machinery were displacing men, something 
should be done about it, the platform said vaguely. There were 
sympathetic words for government employees, women in industry, 
and the coal industry. Immigration limitations should be preserved. 
It was thought that public works should be used to relieve unem¬ 
ployment once a study had been made. 

The injunction plank was carefully phrased. The Democratic 
Party recognized that investigations showed that there had been 
“grave abuse” in the issuance of injunctions in labor disputes. Yet 
the party did not promise to do anything about it, even though a 
quick reading of the plank might give that impression. 

No injunctions should be granted in labor disputes except upon 
proof of threatened irreparable injury and after notice and hear¬ 
ing and the injunction should be confined to those acts which 
do directly threaten irreparable injury. The expressed purpose 
of representatives of capital, labor and the bar to devise a plan 
for the elimination of the present evils with respect to injunc¬ 
tions must be supported and legislation designed to accomplish 
these ends formulated and passed . 29 

* Democratic Party Platform, in Proceedings of the Democratic National Con¬ 
vention (Indianapolis, 1928), pp. 186-200. 
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What might constitute “irreparable injury”? Was there any “ex¬ 
pressed purpose” of capital and labor to devise a plan satisfactory 
to both? The plank did not resemble labor’s model in wording. 

A tiny labor pressure group other than A. F. of L. with an in¬ 
terest in events in Kansas City and Houston was the National 
Women’s Trade Union League (N.W.T.U.L.). A representative 
was sent to Kansas City, where she gave a four-minute speech to 
the Resolutions Committee (getting “splendid” local publicity but 
no national notice). No delegate went to Houston, inasmuch as 
Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt and several others who were called 
“exceptionally good friends” were to be present. 30 The group’s 
secretary-treasurer, Elisabeth Christman, wrote a candid letter, 
however, to the chairman of the Democratic Party Resolutions 
Committee. She said that the group was “more than ordinarily 
interested in the coming national election” and therefore in the 
Democratic convention. 

There is no denying that our economic and political interests 
are closely related. In fact, they are interdependent. So it follows 
quite naturally that the eight and one-half million women in in¬ 
dustry look to the Government to take a leading part in the 
establishing and upholding of industrial standards and safeguards. 

These working women have a responsibility and therefore a 
stake in our Government, so that the coming national convention 
of the Democratic Party holds for them a real significance with 
respect to principles and policies which shape the platform of 
the party especially as these policies affect the conditions of the 
workaday lives of these millions of women. 

Legislation was to this executive the “supplementary arm” of 
unions. She wanted some limitation on issuance of injunctions. 31 
“We have no way of judging just how effective our efforts were,” 
wrote a N.W.T.U.L. official shortly, “but we do know, as you also 
know from the Democratic platform that [it] . . . contains much that 
suits our views.” 32 

It probably was true, as Senator Key Pittman, chairman of the 
Committee on Platform and Resolutions told the convention, that 

“'Gail Wilson to Executive Board. N.AV.T.U.L.. July 31. 1928, N.W.T.U.L. 
Papers. Library of Conercss. 

31 Letter of June 23. 1928. N.W.T.U.L. Papers. 

"Wilson to Executive Board. July 31, 1928. N.W.T.U.L. Papers. 
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every group desiring to express itself had been given all the time it 
needed. He said that they “aided materially” in framing the planks. 
Labor had not been snubbed; yet the Democrat’s injunction plank 
was not the one that American Federation of Labor leaders had 
hoped to see written in Houston. 



••Which?'" (Drawn for Labor by John M. Baer) 
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V 

A. F. of L. reaction to the Republican and Democratic plat¬ 
forms and candidates in 1928, as expressed behind the scenes, was 
unfavorable. Meeting behind closed doors, the Executive Council 
of the A. F. of L. found the Republican platform plank on injunc¬ 
tions “merely declaratory.” It contained “no suggested specific 
remedy.” The Council declared that the Democratic platform 
“failed to be specific” and was “susceptible of numerous interpreta¬ 
tions.” The labor leaders saw no value in the reference to a possi¬ 
ble conference with capital and “the bar” and called such a step 
out of the question 33 (although the A. F. of L. was consulting 
lawyers and jurists by mail in summer, 1928). William Green ex¬ 
plained the trying situation to the membership in a later issue of 
American Federationist. “The paramount legislative problem of 
Labor is relief from abuses of the injunction process,” he declared. 
Neither major party had made “a satisfactory reply.” 34 Thus even 
though Smith was to labor’s friend Robert M. La Follette, Jr., 
“the most appealing and most progressive candidate offered by the 
Democratic Party in a national election since the World War,” 35 
and the New York Times said, “all those who cherish the fine 
American tradition of opportunity knocking at the door of the 
lowliest must find renewal of their faith and hope,” 30 the leaders 
of labor would have to reach a consensus at their Atlantic City 
meeting before they could do what most wanted: endorse A1 Smith. 

From July 31 to August 7 the Executive Council met and 
argued. Matthew Woll had previously visited Hoover to try to get 
prolabor statements into his speech of acceptance. As someone 
put it casually, this would “give the Fat Boys a chance to support 
the Republican ticket.” 37 The Nonpartisan Political Campaign 
Committee was puzzled. They asked William Green to gather 

•‘•■'Minutes, Executive Council, August, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

34 “Injunction Planks Need Clarifications," American Federationist, XXV (Au¬ 
gust. 1928), 916. 

“ La Follette’s Magazine, XXI (February, 1929), 18. 

30 Editorial. New York Times. June 29. 1928. 

37 A small scrap of torn Ogden L. Mills letterhead dated July 20, 1928, in the 
Walsh Papers, New York Public Library; writer unknown. 



0 THE A. F. OF L. IN CONVENTION CITIES 


131 


further data. The inside story of what happened next is fascinating. 
Said Green to his colleagues, 

I called upon Mr. Hoover, nominee on the Republican ticket 
and upon Governor Smith, nominee on the Democratic ticket. 

1 explained to each of them that the platform declarations had 
not come up to our expectations. I told Mr. Hoover, however, 
that the Democratic committee had given us far more recogni¬ 
tion than the Republican committee and had incorporated far 
more proposals of ours than the Republican. I said that the in¬ 
junction plan was very unsatisfactory to the committee. They 
did not refer to the yellow dog contract. I mentioned the in¬ 
junctions based on that issue against the Stone Cutters, Miners, 
and Textile Workers. I asked them to set forth what they thought 
about injunctions in their addresses of acceptance. 

In response to Green’s plea, Hoover said he recognized that the 
injunction abuse existed and said he expected to say in some defi¬ 
nite way something about what he felt on the problem. Smith told 
Green that he thought the plank in the Democratic platform would 
be satisfactory to labor, since he had the impression from what 
someone had told him that it would be satisfactory before it was 
ever adopted! President Green quickly disabused Smith of this idea. 

I went into it and said the first paragraph was all right. I stated 
however that the statement that no injunction should be issued 
except to protect property was not satisfactory because that is 
what they are doing now, that the courts put a broad interpreta¬ 
tion upon the term property. 

Governor Smith was apparently much disturbed at this news and 
asked for a written memorandum on all this from Green; he also 
wanted much other material. Naturally, he got what he wanted. 
More than that, the head of the A. F. of L. hopefully sent him a 
section on the injunction “to be used in his address of acceptance.” 
This statement concluded, “The preservation of American insti¬ 
tutions and the perpetuation of the Republic require that Labor 
must be both economically and politically free.” 38 

Meanwhile, the Executive Council was confronted by a resolu¬ 
tion by Daniel Tobin of the Teamsters to the effect that the Council 

“ Minutes, Executive Council. August. 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. Mr. Green 
could remember little of all this when interviewed by the present writer in 1952. 
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endorse the Democratic platform and candidates for President and 
Vice President. The motion was duly seconded by a “wet” from 
the headquarters city of the Teamsters. In support of his motion 
Tobin intimated that the Executive Council in the days of Gompers 
had endorsed Bryan and later Wilson, saying he “understood” 
that to have been the case. Hoover, said Tobin, was brilliant and 
able. 


Perhaps he is sympathetic to labor, but as far as I know 
Hoover has never made a clean-cut declaration in favor of 
organized labor. He has talked about the consideration that labor 
is entitled to, has expressed himself in favor of the workers, but 
to my knowledge has never come out with a clean-cut statement 
for organized labor. I may not be fully informed. Hoover has 
taken the careful position of the technical engineer, recognizing 
the rights of all men, that they are entitled to a just living, hours 
of leisure and so on. On the other hand the candidate of the 
Democratic Party has not only fully expressed himself open and 
above board, but has gone from one end of the state to the other, 
and in all of his public utterances has spoken in unmistakable 
language as to the rights of organized labor.- 19 

These were not quite the same sentiments to be found in the Team¬ 
sters Magazine in spring, 1928, but it was easy to recognize the 
Tobin touch. 

Little of this was known to the public at the time. There was 
ample speculation in the papers, where it was made clear from the 
outset that there would be no third-party movement like 1924 in 
1928. President Green had already said so publicly, and perhaps 
significantly, in Wisconsin. 4,1 Examination of numerous newspapers 
shows little speculation on the matter at the time. When the Execu¬ 
tive Council met, however, it was rumored that there was a politi¬ 
cal division in its ranks. 41 And there were rumors that several 
Railroad Brotherhood leaders would support Hoover. 

Some of the union leaders wanted to adjourn and meet again 
after the acceptance speeches had put the candidates more clearly 
on the record. The injunction picture might be changed. “With 
possibly two exceptions,” wrote a reporter, “the members of the 

r ' By "the state" Tobin meant New York State. 

“New York Times . July 20, 1928. 

“ Ibid.. July 27, 1928. 
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Executive Council are personally in favor of Governor Smith.” 42 
Two days later the count was said to be two for Hoover, two for 
Smith, and the rest not known. 4 ' 1 One group was said to be too 
disappointed in the injunction planks of both platforms to be will¬ 
ing to come to the aid of either nominee. By August 6 the Council 
was still undecided, but it was said that the partisans of Smith 
were battling for him and that no effort was any longer being made 
for Hoover. 44 

The leader of the pro-Smith forces was, as has been revealed 
above, Daniel J. Tobin. Reporters identified him as having been 
long an admirer of the Governor’s policies on labor and welfare 
matters. He had come to know Smith when the latter was president 
of the United States Trucking Corporation. Tobin delivered long 
arguments in favor of his position. He made a motion to endorse 
Smith and got a second. 45 Then, according to him, the motion 
was “side-tracked by a substitute which in the judgment of the 
maker of the motion was entirely illegal.” 4,i 

Reporters did the best they could to find out about the argument 
that was going on behind closed doors, but they were forced to 
rely on stray comments dropped accidentally or judiciously be¬ 
tween sessions. Thus one Smith partisan said, “The majority was 
against us today. They were not for Hoover, but simply because 
they feel we should center our fight on Congress and not commit 
ourselves on the Presidency they would not endorse Smith. We 
will make another effort tomorrow.” Tempers became frayed. 
Green simply commented, “We had a discussion of labor s non¬ 
partisan policy and reached no decision. ’ Others said, We won t 
reach an agreement in a week,” and “It looks tough. 47 What was 
really going on behind those doors? 

Debate on the Tobin motion calling for a Smith endorsement 
was acrimonious. Several Council members said, in effect, What 

« Ibid; August 2, 1928. There were eleven men on the Executive Council. 

43 Ibid., August 4, 1928. 

44 Ibid., August 7. 1928. m _ 

43 Jacob Fisher of Indianapolis, president of the Barbers, said to be a wet. 
The Teamsters' headquarters was in that city, it should be noted. 

“New York State Federation Proceedings, 1928, p. 140. An observation made 
in public in an address before the Federation convention, August 29, 1928. 

New York Times, August 7 , 1928. 
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if we endorse a candidate and in his acceptance speech he is un¬ 
satisfactory on the injunction or something else vital to our in¬ 
terests?” These opposed endorsement. Ryan added that to endorse 
might actually hurt the man endorsed. We should leave it up to the 
members or we will be challenged as to our right to intervene in 
private affairs. Do not endorse! Noonan agreed, saying that the 
case of La Follette in 1924 was exceptional. “Members of our af¬ 
filiated organizations do not surrender the right to vote as they 
please when they join the American Federation of Labor,” he 
said. O'Connell’s argument amounted to “wait.” 

Matthew Woll judged that it would be “fatal” to endorse the 
platforms, in the first place, because then labor would be standing 
squarely in back of their wording. Another member inquired of 
no one in particular at this point: What would be done about union 
officers and members who had already declared for Hoover? Sev¬ 
eral other Council members spoke up for nonpartisanship on the 
Presidential campaign. Then it was William Green’s turn. 

President of the A. F. of L. a scant three years at the time, 
Green began as follows: “My opinion is the fact must be recog¬ 
nized that most of the members here are friendly and sympathetic 
towards Governor Smith.” Their feelings were clearly to adopt 
Brother Tobin’s motion. Yet what of solidarity in the labor move¬ 
ment? “I feel at this time if we made the endorsement the fight 
would be transferred from the political to the economic field, and 
we cannot afford that.” 

Secretary-treasurer Morrison hoped that the Tobin endorsement 
motion would be withdrawn, he said, for special circumstances had 
dictated actions of this kind in the past. It was true that Taft had 
been opposed on his injunction record in 1912. Wilson had been 
supported in 1916 because of his wonderful legislative record as 
President. In the latter’s case, however, it would be recalled that 
the Labor Representation Committee’s report to the Executive 
Council was submitted to the full Convention. It had been the 
Convention that directed that every honorable effort be made to 
elect Woodrow Wilson. The result of these words was more dis¬ 
cussion, and so ended the day. No doubt the Council members 
walked the Boardwalk, took a dip in the ocean, or visited the 
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famous Steel Pier—evading questions of reporters all the while. 
Late at night the argument continued in various hotel rooms. 

President Green opened the next day’s session by saying that he 
judged the consensus to be that no endorsement be given. He paid 
reference to the continuing existence of the Tobin motion calling 
for a Smith endorsement and said he had a substitute “proposal” 
for that of Tobin. Ryan, who had expressed doubts previously, 
seconded Green’s substitute amendment for the Tobin motion, 
saying, however, “I do not think there is any member here who is 
not friendly to Governor Smith.” Green then proceeded to defend 
what he had done—that is, by a parliamentary maneuver turn a 
Smith endorsement motion into a nonpartisan policy statement. It 
was not a matter of “fear,” he said. To endorse anyone at all just 
was not in the interests of the labor movement. If the Executive 
Council had voted down the Tobin proposal the step could have 
been interpreted in some circles as an act favorable to Hoover! 
“That is not true.” Then why force a vote on the clear-cut matter? 
“There is a difference between a man going out and supporting 
a candidate, and committing the American Federation of Labor to 
a political party through the official action of this Council,” said 
Green. To endorse a candidate means to endorse a platform 
and to endorse a party. “. . . The fight would be intense in our 
ranks. We are an economic organization,” Green reminded fellow 
leaders of the American Federation of Labor. 

A parliamentary fight of much heat ensued, with Tobin claiming 
that his motion was on the floor, so that another was out of order, 
and Green contending (correctly) that he had been within his 
rights in offering an amendment to an existing motion, even though 
the step had the effect of negating or changing its purpose. Tobin 
appealed the matter but lost by a six-to-one hand vote (some ab¬ 
staining). As a result, the Green nonpartisan amendment was 
tacked on and the original motion passed as amended without any 
dissents—all reference to Smith having been excised! 

Tobin was incensed. Angrily he said that because of this parlia¬ 
mentary maneuvering and its results he would not from today 
on” serve as a member of the Executive Council. He would not be 
a party to this “railroading.” The official Executive Council min- 



136 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


utes then read, cryptically, “Members of the Council endeavored 
to dissuade Treasurer Tobin but he retired from the Council room 
upon concluding his statement.” 48 In this atmosphere of hard feel¬ 
ings the leaders of American organized labor concluded their latest 
foray into the arena of official candidate endorsement. 

The amended motion (minus the whole story just told, of 
course) was quickly given to reporters. “We will await with great 
interest the expression of each of the candidates, reserving to our¬ 
selves a final decision regarding our future policy during the re¬ 
mainder of the campaign,” it said. This was a rather transparent 
warning. 41 * The Federation had found through experience, it con¬ 
tinued, that the best interests of the membership were protected 
through a nonpartisan political policy. Nevertheless, Tobin was 
convinced that this policy ought to mean across-the-board support 
for friends and opposition for enemies. He would say later in the 
summer that nonpartisanship does not require neutrality. Smith 
was a “friend” and should therefore be supported. Said Tobin, “Let 
me say in espousing his [Smith’s] cause I feel honestly that I am 
carrying out the policies of the Federation of Labor and the Execu¬ 
tive Council in helping to elect to office the friends of labor.” 50 
Others knew better. Obviously disappointed at the failure of the 
A. F. of L. to endorse A1 Smith, the New York Times called the 
action in the light of 1924 a case of “the burnt child dreading the 
fire.” But then “neutrality certainly does not mean hostility,” it 
said hopefully, suggesting that maybe a tacit understanding would 
prove as strong as a formal endorsement. 51 

Where did the events at Atlantic City, “the convention city,” 
leave the official position of the A. F. of L. in the election of 
1928? Labor would continue to engage in pressure politics at na¬ 
tional, state, and local levels. Full information about platforms 
and candidates would be made available to the individual members 
of organized labor. They would know what to do! The Executive 

“ Minutes, Executive Council, August, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

'* New York Tunes, August 8. 1928. See also Christian Science Monitor, Au¬ 
gust 9, 1928. 

U 'N.Y.S. Fed. Proceedings, 1928. p. 141. 

“ Editorial, “Organized Labor and Parties,” New York Times. August 8, 1928. 
See also. “Labor's Neutral Strategy." Literary Digest, XCV111 (August 25, 1928), 
15. 
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Council would report later that after all, the labor movement was 
made up of men and women of differing political opinions who 
had not been required to identify themselves with a political party 
when they joined the union. Working people were perfectly free 
to vote the dictates of their consciences. 52 

When, as in 1928, organized labor is confronted with two Presi¬ 
dential candidates, neither one of them recognizable as an ‘‘enemy,” 
the policy of rewarding “ friends” cannot operate effectively. If 
neither party is prepared to make a strong bid for anion support 
as such, union leaders can hardly expect to make the rank and file 
see the necessity of voting for either ticket. Only as between black 
and white can labor leaders agree fully on white. This seems to be 
an important lesson of 1928. Even as late as August—after the 
party nominees had been selected and the platforms written—labor 
found it impossible at the national level to agree on which Presi¬ 
dential candidate and which party would best serve the needs and 
interests of the unions. 

As one result of this decision for indecision at the top, the union 
membership, the local union officials, the leaders of city centrals 
and state federations, and those who controlled the national and 
international unions would have to choose between Hoover and 
Smith without reference to advisory or partially authoritative de¬ 
cisions from above. One of the many that did just that was the 
New York State Federation of Labor, a top official of which would 
tell why A1 Smith had been endorsed officially in spite of the na¬ 
tional nonpartisan declaration. 

The Democratic Convention [in New York StateJ very clearly 
and definitely pledged itself to the support and enactment of our 
bill to change the procedure in the issuance of injunctions. . . . 
The Democratic platform also included a number of our other 
proposals. The Republican Convention [in our state] did not 
respond at all to our injunction proposal and gave a very in¬ 
definite pledge on improvements in the labor laws. The Socialist 
Party adopted our program as presented/’ 1 

“Quoted in Report of the Executive Council. A. F. of L. Proceedings, 1928, 
pp. 75-76. The Council judged with vast overoptimism that labor •’invariably" 
supported the political friends of the A. F. of 1.. 

“John M. O’Hanlon to William Green, October 23, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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Labor at the state level, he seemed to be saying, could make the 
difficult choice on candidates for national office, basing the decision 
on the line-up of men and issues within the state. How many other 
labor bodies would follow this or related reasoning in 1928? The 
answer would depend on many things, but among them would 
surely be the postures assumed in the months before election day 
by Hoover, Smith, Thomas, and Foster—candidates appealing 
nationally for votes. It is to the framework of these strikingly 
different appeals that we will now turn, for a spectrum may be 
seen. 



Chapter 7 


Hoover Appeals To The 
Laboring Man 


ONE CAN HARDLY ACCOUNT for the nomination and election 
of Republican candidate Herbert C. Hoover in 1928 on the basis 
of the antagonistic and partisan treatment he has of “" re “ lve ^ " 
accounts written since that time. We are told. Leaders like 
bert Hoover had not, by their personal life, been attuned to 
wants of inconspicuous people. . . Here was a member of the 
managerial class” unacquainted with the "dally yearnings of ordi¬ 
nary humankind.” ' Another volume found little good to say about 
the man elected overwhelmingly in 1928, except that he was a rich 
ndTuccessfu, man, a good organizer, and a friend of business with 
a nassion for facts - Yet another book, on the other hand, found 
him to be a man with ”a vivid record as a humanitarian” who 
actually "assumed office amid the warm plaudits of his countrymen 
who hailed him as a brilliant liberal who had earned his position 
by his distinguished humanitarian and administrative services 
over fifteen years." Can this be the same person. It is admitted 

. I I n«*t*enberc and Samuel Hugh Brockunicr. 

nM" wJ* <Ne» Yo*. ,9471. 

-.•XL, Theodor. BerC. - Nrf»' " ^^ 

wS “THr "°° < N ‘» 

York. 1945). P- 411-412. 
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in at least one textbook—and ought to be better known—that Mr. 
Hoover “was not regarded with approval by the old-line Republi¬ 
can politicians.” 4 Indeed, the favorable portrait of Hoover painted 
by the Beards in their final “historical judgment which we have 
reached after more than forty years” has been ignored by some 
historians who pay qualified tribute to Charles A. and Mary E. 
Beard in matters of politics and economics. To them, Hoover was 
in 1928 “widely known as a philanthropist and a man of avowed 
social sympathies.” ■* Thinly veiled contempt for Hoover as evi¬ 
denced in books, articles, and book reviews written since his Presi¬ 
dential years has made it nearly impossible for two decades to get 
a sympathetic hearing in historical circles for plain facts about his 
career facts which would be admitted instantly if they were to 
be presented about a public figure of an earlier generation. The 
fact is that Candidate Hoover was no enemy of labor in 1928; he 
was not, and he could not have been factually portrayed at the 
time in any such light. 


I 

The Republican candidate, who avoided ghost writers and pre¬ 
pared his own speeches, has written in retrospect that from the 
very beginning of political activity in 1928 he felt that victory was 
certain. Had Smith been a Protestant, Mr. Hoover claimed, the 
margin of his own victory might have been even greater! c The 
uorst plague on the campaign. Hoover judges, was the religious 
issue, but it had “no weight on the final results.” As for the famous 
Prohibition issue, it was “forced into the campaign by Governor 
Smith, but it ‘did not do him any good.” 7 One need not be in 
agreement with these opinions to sense that Mr. Hoover has felt 

4 Frank Lawrence Owsley. Oliver Perry Chitwood, and H. C. Nixon, A Short 
History of the American People . Vol. II (New York, 1948), 597. 

A Basic History of the United States (Philadelphia, 1944), pp. 443-444. A 
survey of books published for college textbook use in the 1960s might (or might not) 
show some improvements over those quoted here. 

' The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover: The Cabinet and the Presidency, 1920-1933 
(New York, 1952). pp . i 99 . j 98 2 08. 
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Herbert Clark Hoover, Republican candidate for President 
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that his attraction for the ordinary citizen was a broad one, tran¬ 
scending the sensational issues of the day. 

While the appeal which Hoover and his Party made for labor 
support in the election of 1928 will be described here in detail, 
there can be no question that the major efforts of the Republican 
Party were devoted to other matters. “As a matter of fact,” the 
Assistant Director of Publicity for the party in 1928 has written 
in retrospect, “I think so far as the Republican campaign leaders 
were concerned, we were much more troubled about the attitude 
of the farm vote than we were about the attitude of the labor 
group.” After all, “There were no such close political-labor alli¬ 
ances as exist today.” Still, the tariff and immigration issues were 
among the items of economic controversy emphasized by the 
Republican National Committee. s The laboring men of America 
were not out of the minds of Candidate Hoover and the party 
lieutenants. 

The Republican Party organization called Hoover a leader with¬ 
out peer. This was a view facilitated by the well-known facts of 
his career to that time. The Party reprinted in booklet form a 
standard biographical sketch from an encyclopedia, whose sub¬ 
headings read, “earned own living early,” “courage, ability, hon¬ 
esty,” “began relief work in 1914,” “solved Belgian problems.” 
Then followed “how Hoover fed a nation” while “others followed 
his lead.” His “services [were] claimed by U.S ” so that he “saved 
Europe’s starving.” In all, “23 countries [were] fed by U.S.A.” 
and he even fought famine in Russia.” Thus, “new tasks [were] 
given Hoover so that at length he “holds many high honors.” 9 
In a pamphlet, “Herbert Hoover: A Product of America” 10 the 
Republican organization promised that Hoover would “carry out 
his plans and ideas which will insure a greater country and more 
prosperity for all.” What had been so psychologically oversold 
would one day fall in psychological ruins. Hoover’s own speeches, 

* Alfred H. Kirchhofer to the writer, February 23. 1952. Republican Party pam¬ 
phlets cited here were loaned by this helpful journalist. 

' “Biographical Sketch of Herbert Hoover.” reprinted from the National Cyclo- 
p edia of American Biography. Washington. D. C.. 1928. Sec also the reprinted 
arucie by Charlotte Kellogg reprinted from Commonweal. “Herbert Hoover as 
Women See Him," Washington, D. C., 1928. 

'"Washington, D. C., 1928. 
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unified around the theme of “The New Day,” promised far less 
than this, indicated problem areas, and stressed the idea that 
progress depended in part on the necessity of cooperative leader¬ 
ship in the government. “I can only succeed in my part by the 
cooperation and unity of spirit of all leaders of opinion and action 
for the common service of our country,” he said. 11 As has been so 
well put, “President Hoover’s New Day was to end before sun¬ 
rise.” 12 

Herbert Clark Hoover delivered his acceptance address at Palo 
Alto, California, on August 11, 1928, thus taking responsibility 
for party leadership. He stressed in his speech the progress which 
America had made in the eight years of Republican administra¬ 
tion, and he predicted, with the lack of omniscience that affected 
nearly all contemporaries, that the future would see a happy and 
prosperous nation. The recent past, judged Hoover more correctly, 
had seen increases in income, production, consumption, and home 
ownership. Electricity, telephones, and radios had come into more 
homes. It was an automobile age, with splendid roads linking the 
countryside together. Cities had grown magnificent with “beautiful 
buildings, parks, and playgrounds.” The speaker’s eyes were fixed 
on the broad facts of accomplishment, not on the sins of omission. 

Electricity had reduced manual labor, Hoover observed with 
approval. The purchasing power of wages was up; hours of work 
were down. Job security was on the increase, and “unemployment 
in the sense of distress” was on the downgrade. Savings deposits 
and life insurance had almost doubled, and gifts to charity had 
risen. “We in America today,” said the Republican nominee con¬ 
fidently, “arc nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever 
before in the history of any land.” And, indeed, so it seemed to 
most hearers. Hoover paid tribute to the value of the protective 
tariff and immigration restriction. To reduce the tariff, he said, 
would be to injure every home, fill the streets with idle workers, 
and destroy the income of the farmers. 

u Concluding sentence of statement on election day, November 7. 1928, The 

Eugene Robinson, 77,e Roo.eveh 1911-194), (Philadelphia, 

1955), p. 37. 
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Trade unions in America have been staunch supporters of 
American individualism and American institutions, Hoover told 
his nationwide radio audience over a 107-station network. Unions 
had steadfastly opposed “subversive doctrines” from abroad. They 
usually welcomed basic improvements in industrial methods, and 
their effort to get higher wages was proper. Employers realized 
that the “highest practicable wage” was the road to increased con¬ 
sumption and prosperity. Thus machines, effort, and production 
would together bring higher wages. After endorsing collective bar¬ 
gaining in principle, he limited himself to a' paraphrase of the 
Republican platform on the injunction, observing simply, "We 
stand also pledged to the curtailment of excessive use of the injunc¬ 
tion in labor disputes ” 

Hoover stressed the supreme importance of equality of oppor¬ 
tunity, calling it a fundamental national principle against which 
all policies should be tested. “The success or failure of this prin¬ 
ciple is the test of our government.” Individualism based upon 
equal opportunity to every citizen was the “negation of socialism.” 
Therefore: 

Conservative, progressive, and liberal thought and action have 
their only real test in whether they contribute to equal oppor¬ 
tunity, whether they hold open the door of opportunity. If they 
do not they are false in their promise no matter what their name 

may be. ,: ‘ 

The speeches of Hoover in 1928 were marked by a special effort 
to delineate the relationship that should obtain between govern¬ 
ment and business. In general, government should regulate busi¬ 
ness, not compete with it, but regulation should be avoided so 
long as equal opportunity for all citizens had not been invaded or 
public rights violated. Yet it was the duty of business “to conduct 
itself so that government regulation or government competition” 
would not be necessary. “Our whole business system would break 
down in a day if there was not a high sense of moral responsibility 
in our business world.” Hoover condemned socialism, anarchy, 
and despotism. He praised the American way of life for “with 

' Text in iVf« York Times. August 12. 1928, pp. 2-3 or Herbert Hoover, The 
.Nov Day (Stanford University, 1928). pp. 9-44. 
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impressive proof on all sides of magnificent progress, no one 
can rightly deny the fundamental correctness of our economic 
system.” 

There was no appeal in Hoover s acceptance address to union 
leaders or union members as such. There was no class or group 
appeal. In effect, Hoover denied that there were stabilized classes 
or that Presidential candidates should recognize or sponsor interest 
groups, as such, in America. 

The acceptance address, widely heard through earphones and 
loudspeakers, would have a strong appeal over a far-flung nation 
which believed itself prosperous and thought of its past with pride. 
Hoover’s audience in August, 1928 seemed unaware of the coming 
economic collapse, preferring instead to believe in continued na¬ 
tional progress toward an inevitably happy future. 

The themes stressed by the Republican candidate in his accept¬ 
ance speech appeared elsewhere in party circles in the summer and 
fall of 1928. The acceptance speech of Charles Curtis, the Vice 
Presidential nominee, reflected his agrarian interests and ignored 
organized labor. Senator Smoot found tariff and immigration bars 
great Republican gifts to labor. A national committeeman from 
Connecticut said he considered the reference Hoover had made to 
a job for every man likely to prove one of his most effective state¬ 
ments. The Republican National Committee predicted that Smith, 
if elected, would probably follow a low tariff policy which would 
dump the low-priced products of Asia and Europe on American 
markets, so that homes and wages of American workingmen would 

be adversely affected. 14 

The Republican National Committee issued a booklet entitled 
“Hoover’s Record as a Friend of Labor.” The candidate’s 1908 
book, Principles of Mining, was quoted: 

Given a union with leaders who can control the members, 
and who are disposed to approach differences in a business spirit, 
there are few sounder positions for employers, for agreements, 
honorably carried out, dismiss the constant harassments of pos¬ 
sible strikes. Such unions exist in dozens of trades in this c ° untr y* 
and they are entitled to greater recognition. 1 he time when the 

u New York Times. August 19, 16. 27, and September 1, 1928. 

1B Wasinglon, D. C., 1928. 
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employer could ride roughshod over his labor is disappearing 
with the doctrine of laissez faire, on which it was founded. 

Another quote was from a Hoover address of August 27, 1925. 

It is my opinion that our Nation is very fortunate in having 
the American Federation of Labor. It has exercised a powerful 
influence in stabilizing industry and in maintaining an American 
standard of citizenship. Those forces of the Old World that 
would destroy our institutions and our civilization have been met 
in the front-line trenches by the Federation of Labor and routed 
at every turn. 

Another campaign booklet, “Hoover and Labor,” had on its cover 
a quote attributed to the candidate, “The Highest Practicable Wage 
is the Road to Increased Consumption and Prosperity.” Within 
appeared the judgment, “He has been a worker and is still a 
worker.” lu The campaign textbook of the Republican Party con¬ 
tended that while credit was due organized labor for maintenance 
of high wage levels, the satisfactory levels of the day were the result 
of industrial prosperity—not its cause. From the tenor of these 
partisan publications, it is clear that the Republican Party framed 
its appeal to laboring men as such, rather than to trade union 
organizations or their leaders. 


II 

In West Branch, Iowa, on August 21, Hoover applied himself 
to the question of farm relief, and on September 17 in Newark, 
N. J., he devoted his major address to industrial America. The 
Newark speech contained statistics designed to show the progress 
of the nation to date, how little unemployment and distress actually 
existed in America, and the bright hope for “social peace and 
contentment” which was presumed to lie ahead. The problem of 
adjusting the economic system to the social ideals of the nation 
was thought to be well on the road to solution; yet much admit¬ 
tedly remained to be done. Hoover reiterated that his party stood 
in “positive support of collective bargaining.” It was necessary, 

10 See also “Hoover on Human Relations in Industry," (Washington, D. C., 
1928), a Labor Council publication. 
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moreover, “to impose restrictions on the excessive use of injunc¬ 
tions.” Still, no particular legislative action in these areas was 

promised. 

Hoover said that full and stable employment was essential and 
a strong and balanced economic system absolutely necessary. 
Restriction of immigration, the protective tariff, and the work of 
the Department of Commerce were said to have played important 
roles in furthering prosperity. 

What Hoover stressed at Newark was the identity of interest 
which he felt had come to exist between employer and employee 
in America. Each group had largely come to accept high wage 
theories, the virtues of efficiency and mechanization, and the ad¬ 
vantages of “full personal effort.” Here he found the pathway to 
cheaper costs, lower prices, wider consumption, and larger pro¬ 
duction. Neither employers nor employees any longer thought that 
labor was “an economic commodity”; both realized that increased 
efficiency ought to bring a reward in cither higher wages or lower 
prices. Employers and employees had joined in repelling “socialism 
and other subversive movements.” He said it would be idle to 
argue that the two groups no longer had any conflicts of interest 
between them, but he felt that prosperous times and sound govern¬ 
mental policies would sec an increase in their areas of agreement. 

In concluding this address in an industrial community of the 
East, the Republician nominee paid tribute to the virtues of leader¬ 
ship. How might leaders be developed in the “great American 
experiment”? Not through birth or money, selection by divine right, 
class advantages, or “bureaucracy." Rather, said Hoover, in para¬ 
graphs widely approved and quoted by the press. 

Our leadership can be found and it will be sympathetic to our 
ideals if we maintain the decency and dignity of family life 
through a stable economic system; if we maintain free and uni¬ 
versal education and thus provide them the open stair to leader¬ 
ship; if we maintain for every individual an equality of oppor¬ 
tunity to attain that position in the community to which his 
character and his ability entitle him. Then our supply of leader¬ 
ship will stream forward of its own impulse. It is in this insistence 
upon an equal chance and a free road to rise in leadership that 
our great American experiment has departed from those of his- 
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tory. It is our sure guarantee of the future. In its vast possibilities 
is the hope of every mother for her boys and girls. 

Under such leadership, replenished constantly from the great 
mass of our people, we can aspire to a democracy which will 
express a common purpose for the common good. We can build 
a civilization where national conscience is alert to protect the 
rights of all, curtail selfish economic power, and hold to the ideals 
of distributed contentment among the whole people. 17 

No one will ever know what thoughts passed through the minds 
of millions of radio listeners as they heard this spirited rejection of 
the idea that America was a land of classes into which children 
were born and from which they could not escape, except by death. 
Were Americans of the twenties attracted by this vision of a 
government and an economic system which would not handicap 
the ambitious and intelligent? We know that a few persons felt like 
replying that they were “proletarians crushed by the capitalist 
system.” These believed that neither they nor their children could 
rise to positions of leadership until the “system” came to be 
changed fundamentally. Some readers of labor union periodicals, 
moreover, preferred to analyze the position of Hoover on the in¬ 
junction or other “labor issues” and voted against him on these 
matters. But how many men and women in 1928 thought in such 
terms? Did leading radicals and union leaders of the day expect 
too much technical and legal understanding from their rank and 
file when they talked in such terms? Under the heading “Mr. 
Hoover’s Economic Essay,” the New York Times found his com¬ 
ments on American inventiveness and self-reliance “sound and 
just” and his views of leadership praiseworthy. Was it not probable, 
the editorial asked, that people might go into “a kind of rapture” 
over his dry statistics and declare that he was just the man needed 
to head “the greatest business government in the world”? 18 


17 Address at Newark. New Jersey, September 17, 1928, The New Day, p. 86. 
Printed at the time in pamphlet form as "Herbert Hoover Champions Labor.” 

'’Editorial, New York Times, September 18, 1929. The irrepressible Will 
Royers wrote that "Herbert” had come into Newark marked ** ‘Exhibit A.’ ” 
(Ibid.. October 4, 1928.) A Socialist Parly spokesman found the speech a mixture 
of "shameless Prussianism" and “statistical sleight-of-hand designed to bulldoze 
the American worker into voting the Republican ticket through abject fear of 
unemployment.” (Ibid., September 20, 1928.) 
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Speaking in New York City toward the close of the campaign, 
the engineer in politics described for his fellow countrymen his 
vision of the future: 

My conception of America is a land where men and women 
may walk in ordered freedom in the independent conduct of 
their occupations; where they may enjoy the advantages of 
wealth, not concentrated in the hands of the few but spread 
through the lives of all, where they build and safeguard their 
homes and give to their children the fullest advantages and op¬ 
portunities of American life; where every man shall be respected 
in the faith that his conscience and his heart direct him to follow; 
where a contented and happy people, secure in their liberties, 
free from poverty and fear, shall have the leisure and impulse 
to seek a fuller life. 19 

To Republican partisan Charles Evans Hughes, Herbert Hoover 

was without a doubt “labor’s best friend. 20 

Various party leaders, meanwhile, framed appeals designed to 
woo the “labor vote.” Ray Lyman Wilbur told a Norfolk, Virginia, 
audience that the Democratic tariff plan meant “distress and dis¬ 
aster to the American laborer and farmer.” Charles Curtis cam¬ 
paigned in Indiana on the importance of continuing prosperity, and 
Secretary of the Treasury Mellon concurred with this theme, saying 
that the word “prosperity” translated into automobiles, bank de¬ 
posits, foreign trade, reduced taxes, and reduced public debt. An¬ 
other speaker claimed that over seven billion dollars had gone to 
workmen through the efforts of Secretary of Commerce Hoover to 
maintain wage scales and to keep employment at high levels 21 —a 
claim not readily subject to proof or disproof. 


*» Address in New York City. October 22. 1928. The New Day. p. 176. 
“New York Times. October 25. 1928. 

" Ibid., October 5. 6. 12. 14, 1928. 
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III 

The Republican Party had within it in 1928 the Progressives 22 
—a group favoring alternative appeals on many major matters. At 
the Kansas City convention they had agrarian-oriented allies 
among the delegates who shared their convictions on agriculture, 
and urban allies who agreed with their stand for a modification 
of the Volstead Act. But true-blue Progressives were the ones who 
supported the minority platform which was presented on the floor 
of the convention by young Robert M. La Follette, Jr. (who spoke 
on behalf of a “Progressive Republican delegation” from Wiscon¬ 
sin) on behalf of delegates from seven other Midwestern states 
who signed his platform. La Follette told the convention that simi¬ 
lar dissenting platforms had been presented at every convention of 
the party since 1908 and that thirty-two of the “thirty-five or 
more” propositions thus advanced had been written into law. The 
delegates applauded, some wryly and some with enthusiasm,- at this 
reminder that the G.O.P. had not in the past rushed to espouse 
ideas from Wisconsin. 

The labor plank of the minority platform was far different from 
that of the majority document. Its single paragraph was devoted 
largely to the injunction. On this matter, which so greatly con¬ 
cerned labor leaders in 1928, it said: 

Government by injunction is repugnant to American institu¬ 
tions and traditions. The use of injunctions in labor disputes 
threatens to destroy the effectiveness of labor organizations. We 
uphold the right of labor to organize and to bargain collectively 
through representatives of their own choosing. We urge the 
passage by Congress of legislation to restrict the issuance of in¬ 
junctions in labor disputes and to guarantee jury trial in contempt 
cases. 23 

" A capita] "P” will be used here to indicate that faction in the Republican 
Party, largely in the Middle West, that rallied behind the minority plank pre¬ 
sented to the convention in 1928 or who shared its general viewpoints. When the 
word appeared with a capital letter in 1924 it indicated supporters of the C.P.P.A., 
many ot them Democrats. Earlier, it meant followers of the 1912 Bull Moose 
movement. 

Proceedings of the Republican National Convention, 1928 (New York, 1928), 
p. 139. The minority platform appears on p. 133 to 142. 
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The paragraph embodied the major desires of trade union leaders. 
It was to be rejected, together with the platform containing it. 

After the close of the Republican convention, the themes of the 
abortive Progressive platform formed the chief subject-matter of 
La Follette’s Magazine, organ of Progressivism. Although the 
problems of organized labor had not been a primary concern of 
the magazine from January to June, 1928, it had carried in March 
an article by A. F. of L. leader Andrew Furuseth directed against 
the abuse of injunctions. The “reactionary platform adopted at 
Kansas City” was condemned during the summer and fall, for 
among other things, it had failed to meet the issue of injunctions 
(a matter said to be threatening the very existence of labor or¬ 
ganizations). The Progressives thought that the Republican con¬ 
vention had been controlled by “the great bankers and industrialists 
of the East.” 24 Populism was not dead! When a Progressive Re¬ 
publican Platform for Wisconsin came to be written, it contained 
the same strong anti-injunction plank as this rejected national 
platform. 26 On Labor Day La Follette spoke in Milwaukee on the 
labor legislation pending before Congress. He quoted William 
Green with approval, saying that the “wrongful use” of injunctions 
was undermining free institutions. 20 

Thus the road taken by the majority at Kansas City was not 
the only road open to the Republican Party. While there had been 
a far more conservative path—with Dawes, there also had been 
the path of Progressivism, offering in its labor proposals a forth¬ 
right appeal for the support of union leaders. 

The general theme of the Progressives was the existence of a 
battle between what was called “the principle of equality” and 
“privilege.” The words “equal” and “equality” were almost the 
punctuation of the minority platform, for in the first six sentences 
they were used seven times. Yet the emphasis on equality rather 
than opportunity was more apparent than real. Over the years 
many Americans had come to believe that freedom of opportunity 
had given ground to privilege, monopoly, and the very negation 

“Editorial, "The Opportunity for Progressives in 1928," La Folleiie's Magazine, 

XX (July. 1928). 97. 

“Text in ibid.. XX (August, 1928). 123. 

"Text in ibid., XX (September, 1928), 140-141. 
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of opportunity. By fighting monopoly, Progressives felt that they 
fought the battle for opportunity. By “equality” they did not have 
in mind state-enforced equalitarian doctrines preached by the 
Communist Party. While in their advocacy of government activity 
in the power field they were socialistic, it was not an across-the- 
board socialism that they urged. Thus it was far removed from the 
Socialist Party platform of the day. 27 Nor was the Progressive 
program aimed at the general destruction of property rights. 

The point being made here about Progressivism in the late 1920s 
is that it was a repository in the Republican Party of a desire to 
redress substantially the balance between employers and working 
men in the direction of the latter. Perhaps if the Progressive point 
of view on the injunction had been accepted by the leaders of the 
Republican Party in 1928, it would have increased support by 
union leadership for Hoover and his party. 

Informed advisors urged Democrats to bid for Progressive sup¬ 
port. One veteran of the C.P.P.A. campaign of 1924 wrote: 

If you want to see Smith elected I urge you not to fail to 
present this situation to him as strongly as possible. I am afraid 
that Smith’s New York advisors do not realize the importance of 
his securing the active and wholehearted support of the Western 
Progressives. He can have this support with the right sort of a 
platform and the right sort of campaign. 2 ** 

After the election Franklin D. Roosevelt, in an effort to rebuild 
the Democratic Party, wrote the son of an old political associate 
(then in Wisconsin), “I was hopeful that the La Follette crowd 
would help us some, but quite the reverse seems to have been the 
case.” In reply he was told 

1 believe you are quite wrong. The help was not as strong as 
one would wish, but so far as I know, no Progressive of promi¬ 
nence publicly supported Hoover and very few voted for him, 
while as you well know, many Progressives, from Senator Blaine 
and William T. Evjue (editor of the leading Progressive paper) 
down, actively campaigned for Smith. Indeed, I would go so 

''The present writer examined La Follette s Magazine from 1925 to 1929. So 
far as could be determined, neither the Socialist Party nor Norman Thomas as 
an individual or candidate was mentioned—even in the election year of 1928. 

Basil M. Manley to Frank P. Walsh, June 13, 1928, Walsh Papers, New York 
Public Library. 
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far as to say that the only effective campaigning outside Mil¬ 
waukee and the adjacent German area was done by Progressives 
and thru the Progressive organization. 

Roosevelt replied, “1 hope you are right about the Progressives. 
Do you think we can keep any of them in line?” 

The feelings of A. F. of L. leaders toward the Progressives were 
friendly. To a correspondent who suggested that labor actively 
oppose La Follette in Wisconsin, President William Green wrote: 

For many years the late Senator La Follette, and since his 
death his son, supported all remedial legislation urged by the 
American Federation of Labor. The present Senator La Follette 
has on many occasions gone out of his way to be helpful to 
labor. He is ever ready and willing to discuss the cause of labor 
before committees or on the floor of the Senate. 

All union men and friends of labor would certainly be urged to 
vote for him. 30 

While Herbert Hoover was not one of the Progressives, he 
clearly considered himself dedicated to progress. Desiring to con¬ 
serve what he felt to be finest in the past of America, that is, free¬ 
dom of the individual and full equality of opportunity, he was 
conservative—resisting fundamental institutional change. Standing 
in opposition to the government actively engaging in business or 
indulging in unnecessary regulation of industry or the individual, 
Hoover was not free of traditional laisscz fairc sentiments. He was 
quite sure he was a true liberal. In his New York speech of October 
22 he dwelt on the semantics and political philosophy of the point: 

It is false liberalism that interprets itself into the government 
operation of commercial business. Every step of bureaucratizing 
the business of our country poisons the very roots of liberalism— 
that is, political equality, free speech, free press, and equality 
of opportunity. It is the road not to more liberty, but to less 
liberty. Liberalism should be found not in striving to spread 
bureaucracy but in striving to set bounds to it. True liberalism 
seeks all legitimate freedom, fired in the confident belief that 
without such freedom the pursuit of all other blessings and bene- 

» William Gorham Rice, Jr., Wisconsin Law School, to Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
December 26, 1928, and Roosevelt to Rice. December 21, 1928. and January 6. 
1929, Roosevelt Papers. 

•“Green to F. C. Erdmann. August 27. 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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fits is vain. That belief is the foundation of all American progress, 
political as well as economic. Liberalism is a force truly of the 
spirit, a force proceeding from the deep realization that economic 
freedom cannot be sacrificed if political freedom is to be pre¬ 
served. 31 

In a sense, Hoover might be termed a “radical,” for few in 1928 
were more determined on improving the material well-being of 
fellow Americans. The status quo would never do. 

On November 3, the Republican candidate summarized in 
Pueblo, Colorado, the case for believing his program progressive. 
Although America was set in a changing world, he observed, “the 
fundamental principles of ordered liberty and freedom” must be 
preserved. “If we guide our country aright we shall go forward to 
a nobler America and we shall carry the whole of humanity for¬ 
ward by our example and influence.” 32 This was a “filter-up” 
theory, one that A. F. of L. and Railroad Brotherhood leaders 
followed in their own daily work. They thought that whatever 
strengthened the union vanguard ought to make all workers re¬ 
joice. As William Green put it, “The organized workers have been 
the flying wedge that has raised wages and incomes for the un¬ 
organized as well as union workers.” 33 

The desirability of material progress was perfectly understand¬ 
able to labor audiences in 1928. When Secretary of Labor Davis 
told the A. F. of L. convention delegates that he hoped to live 
long enough to see every working man and woman in the United 
States own at least one automobile, he was cheered to the echo. 34 
William Green said of the radio, “Working men and women and 
their families derive great pleasure and satisfaction from radio, and 
radio receivers may be found in a very large percentage of the 
homes of the working people.” 35 The union men worried, of 

n The New Day, pp. 162-163. 

13 New York Times, November 4, 1928. 

“William Green, A Great American Institution [the A. F. of L.] (Washington, 
A. F. of L., 1930). 

New York Times, November 24, 1928. 

“ Ibid., April 30, 1928. Compare this with the stereotype of the evils of the 
radio as propagated by the more cosmopolitan: “. . . I can’t recall more than 
thirty occasions when I have got anything remotely describable as civilized en¬ 
tertainment. The height of comedy on the air is reached by the dialogues of 
Amos and Andy. . . . [j/c] Music, if it be instrumental, is supplied mainly by 
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course, over the threat machinery seemed to make to their jobs. 
Kaleidoscopic changes in industry were creating perplexing prob¬ 
lems. A labor official sounded awed and proud as he said: 

We, today, are living in the most marvelous age in the history 
of civilization. There seems to be no end to the inventive genius 
of man. Science, as never before in the history of mankind, is 
revealing the hidden secrets of nature. 30 

The representatives of radical parties who came before the 
American people in 1928 with denials of the comparative value 
as well as the fact of material progress in the United States were 
out of step with the spirit of the times. 

A large Republican advertisement which appeared toward elec¬ 
tion day summarized the party’s economic case. “A vote for the 
Democratic Party would be a vote for uncertainty and experiment 
at the high hour of American power and affluence.” It would risk 
‘‘lower tariff, lower wages, lower dividends, relaxed immigration 
and prohibition laws, and a general withdrawal of investment 
funds. 37 At the close of the campaign as at its beginning, the party 
clung to a staunch defense of the protective tariff, claiming that 
it did so on behalf of the American laboring man. Here is a theme 
worth pursuing. 


IV 

Disputation over the tariff has long been part of the American 
political scene. Critics usually suggest, and with some justification, 
that what many politicians seek to protect is the industrialist 
not the workingman. However this may be, one cannot assume 
that high tariffs have been supported in the past contrary to the 
desires of union leaders and the workingman. What positions did 
union leaders actually take toward the tariff in the late 1920s? 


gangs of union men sawing dismally away in the dining rooms of second-rate 
hotels .... (j/cJ” H. L. Mencken, ca. 1928, quoted in William Manchester, 
Disturber of the Peace: the Life of H. L. Mencken (New York, 1950), p. 229. 

« Robert T. McCoy, editor. International Molders Journal, in the Convention 
Number (November, 1928), 112. 

91 In New York Times, November 1, 1928. 
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In the spring of 1928, an American Wage Earners Protective 
Conference was created in New York City. 38 Although not formally 
launched until the November meeting of the American Federation 
of Labor in New Orleans, it cannot be considered apart from the 
issues of the 1928 election despite its initial declaration that it 
would avoid “partisan politics,” and the fact that it avoided en¬ 
dorsing any candidate or party. It declared its purpose to be the 
organization of labor leaders and unions in favor of high tariffs. 39 
The first meeting was attended by delegates from the photoen¬ 
gravers, wallpaper crafts, glass bottle blowers, and potters. Twenty 
organizations were represented after a few months. 40 

The position of A. F. of L. headquarters toward the tariff had 
long been one of overt neutrality. Occasionally a member union 
had asked the Executive Council to support its efforts to get higher 
duties on an article of special importance. When requested to do 
so, the Council lent such legislative assistance as it could. It did 
so, however, in such a way as to avoid taking a generalized pro¬ 
tection or free trade position, 41 for the tariff was regarded as a 
dangerous issue, something that might divide the ranks of organ¬ 
ized labor if not well handled. 

In the 1920s signs began to multiply that more than a few unions 
in the Federation favored increased tariff rates on imports which 
competed with items produced by workers in America. In 1917 at 
Buffalo a resolution in favor of protection had been passed. In 


Sometimes called a League. The word American was not always used; some¬ 
times it was spelled America’s and sometimes the word Earners appeared as 
Earners* or as Earner’s. 

yj Economic aspects of the Conference are discussed by Lyle W. Cooper in 
“The Tariff and Organized Labor,” American Economic Review, XX (June, 1930), 
210-225. 

‘ Cigar Makers: Pattern Makers; Upholsterers; Iron, Steel, and Tin Workers; 
Bookbinders; F lint Glass Workers; Molders; Brick and Clay Workers; Hatters; 
Stercot)pers and Electrotypers; Paper Makers; Plate Printers and Die Stampers; 
Neck ware Makers: Cloth Hat, Cap and Millinery Workers; Boot and Shoe Work¬ 
ers. I he Lithographers belonged but sent no representative. The Painters and 
I extile Workers were absent; they wanted lower duties on linseed oil and raw 
wool respectively. The organizations involved had a combined membership of 
250,000. nearly a tenth of the total A. F. of L. membership. Ibid., pp. 210-211. 

' Some references to tariff discussions in union literature appear in Lloyd G. 
Reynolds and C harles C. Killingsworth, Trade Union Publications, 111 (Baltimore, 
1^45). pp. 793-795. See also Margaret Hardy, The Influence of Organized Labor 
in the foreign Policy of the United Stares (Li£ge, Belgium, 1926), pp. 195-204; 
a University of Geneva dissertation. 
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1921 the names of John L. Lewis, William Green, and Philip 
Murray, officials of the United Mine Workers, and William L. 
Hutcheson of the Carpenters, appeared on a request to the Federa¬ 
tion to support higher, even embargo, rates on crude oil and by¬ 
products from Mexico. 42 

Party leaders were much interested in labor’s attitude on the 
tariff. In 1923, Thomas O. Marvin, chairman of the Tariff Com¬ 
mission, successfully alerted the forces for protection within the 
A. F. of L., thereby preventing a possible policy change. "This 
will have considerable bearing upon the campaign of 1924,” he 
rejoiced in a letter to President Coolidge, 4 and will make it im¬ 
possible for the Democratic National Committee to claim that the 
American Federation of Labor had repudiated protection as it had 
hoped to be able to.” 4:1 Coolidge thought the result "most satis¬ 
factory.” 44 

In 1925, the Painters, the Textile Workers, and the Metal Trades 
Department of the Federation all asked higher duties on items 
affecting them. In 1928 the Boot and Shoe Workers and the Print¬ 
ers asked protection. The reasoning of the union men was not 
greatly different from that of employers, for the plea of the general 
manager of a brick works against importing Belgian brick could 
have been seconded by his employees: 

These bricks were made by workmen whose wages averaged 
less than one dollar a day. The cost of manufacturing brick is 
chiefly in labor cost and for that reason domestic manufacturers 
cannot compete with foreign manufacturers paying only twenty 
per cent of the wages paid here. 45 

That Franklin D. Roosevelt (recipient of the letter) and his party 
appreciated the importance of such reasoning was evident in pri¬ 
vate correspondence if not in platform addresses. Roosevelt wrote 
one businessman, 

“American Federalion of Labor Proceedings, 1921, 403-404. 

“Marvin to Coolidge, October 17, 1923, Coolidge Papers, Librury of Congress. 
44 Coolidge to Marvin, October 18, 1923. 

“ D. J. Strickland, Denning Paint Brick Works, Beacon, N. Y., to Franklin D. 
Roosevelt at the Houston convention, June 25, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
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It seems to me that no businessman need worry about the ef¬ 
fect which a Democratic administration would have on business. 
The day has gone by when people could be fooled into believing 
that the Democratic party would immediately put in free trade 
or anything like it. 40 

Shortly thereafter, in a bantering but worried tone, Louis Howe 
wrote his absent chief. 

We at Democratic headquarters are at present desperately 
trying to convince the Republican converts who are still on the 
fence because they are afraid of tariff reduction that never, 
never, never would we touch a sacred item. In fact, this is being 
played up so hard by the people at Headquarters that I expect 
fully to see a speech by Smith announcing that he will appoint 
a special commission to jack up the duties before they get 
through. 47 

That union leaders were among those who worried about tariff 
reduction at the time is clearly apparent. To men thinking as pro¬ 
ducers rather than consumers, and charged with the well-being of 
the men in their own unions rather than that of the national trade 
balance or maintaining the purchasing power of some foreign 
country, the tariff was a shield against adversity. The argument 
that the tariff had been designed solely to protect the fortunes of 
great industrialists would have made these realists laugh. 

The Wage Earners Protective Conference, it is certain, was 
formed primarily to pressure for higher tariffs. A contemporary 
suggested that it was also intended to keep the unions from going 
en masse to the support of Smith and the Democrats. 48 Its own 
disclaimer must be discounted. Matthew Woll, a Federation vice 
president—conservative, Catholic, and Republican—was the head 
of the Conference. He was a respected leader in the National Civic 
Federation, a group consisting largely of businessmen. In 1924 he 
was considered one logical successor to Samuel Gompers. A native 
of prewar Russia, Woll was an outspoken foe of the Communist 
regime in the Soviet Union, and a bitter enemy of the Communists 

*" Roosevelt to Joseph O’Neill, Joseph O'Neill Wire Works, Inc., Port Chester, 
N. Y., August 22, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

47 Howe to Roosevelt at Warm Springs, September 21, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

,s Cooper, “Organized Labor and the Tariff," p. 222; New York Times, No¬ 
vember 26, 1928. 
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in America. In 1928 he was the enthusiastic president of the Union 
Labor Life Insurance Company. As a leader in the typographical 
union, Woll shared the concern of the printing trades over the 
importation of inexpensive books. So far as can be determined 
from his speeches, however, he stood clear of partisan public poli¬ 
tical comments in 1928. Did his religion play a role in Woll’s fail¬ 
ure to oppose Smith? On such personal matters speculation is 
absolutely fruitless, even though Carlyle has written that “a man’s 
religion is the chief fact with regard to him.” 49 

Was the Wage Earners Protective Conference intended to be 
Woll’s contribution to the Republican cause in 1928? Was it 
thought that if the tariff could be given enough favorable publicity 
in union circles the unions might be enticed into the Republican 
fold to stay? During the 1920s the President of the United States 
had come to have the real power to manipulate tariff rates, since 
he acted upon the recommendations of tariff commissions ap¬ 
pointed by himself. 50 If unions became wedded to high tariffs they 
might have to be wedded at the same time to high tariff candidates 
for President of the United States. This idea must be pursued, even 
though conclusive proof is lacking. 

The reasoning of the protectionist labor leaders was simple. 
Matthew Woll revealed part of it in a Labor Day address when 
he said that American industrial profits were being spent abroad, 
largely to build factories to compete with American workmen. The 
products of those factories were returning to America in successful 
competition with domestic manufactures. The result had been some 
unemployment and would soon be lowered wages. A crash would 
surely follow. Then where would the workingman be? 81 In this 

‘“The quotation appears on the title page of the American Catholic Who's Who 
(Grossc Pointe, Michigan. 1946-1947). in which appears a sketch of Matthew 
Woll on page 461 and one of Teamster president Daniel J. Tobin on page 434. 
The importance of religion to many men of allairs in 1928 has been amply dem¬ 
onstrated by Edmund A. Moore. A Catholic Runs for President: Alfred E. Smith 
(New York, 1956) and Roy V. Peel and Thomas C. Donnelly, The 1928 Cam¬ 
paign, an Analysis (New York, 1931). 

“'E. Pendleton Herring, “The Political Context of the Tariff Commission.” 
Political Science Quarterly, XL1X (September, 1934), 428, 430. 

“New York Times. September 2. 1928. This analysis of 1928 was being heard 
again in the 1960s. 
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light it was a strong appeal that Dr. Hubert Work, chairman of 
the Republican National Committee, made when he said: 

Protection of the great American payroll, which is greater than 
the payroll of the rest of the world together—there’s an issue. 
The Republican Party has stood for the protective tariff, which 
protects the wages of the workmen in mill, mine, and factory, 
who in turn have money to buy the products of the American 
farmer. 52 

In an election campaign notorious for the irrelevance of some is¬ 
sues, it is important to note his positive, midsummer proclamation, 
“The campaign will be waged on the protective tariff and its bene¬ 
fits:' 53 

Some may say that the tariff issue of 1928 was buried under 
the prohibition and religious issues and therefore played a role of 
little significance. Yet only a year after the election it was said 
seriously that the 1928 vote in industrial areas showed signs that 
wage earners voted their protective tariff sentiments. 54 The tariff 
debate of 1929-1930 would cause one strongly Democratic union 
journal to comment: 

The tariff seems to be occupying most of the space of the 
front pages of our news dailies for the last few months, and few 
of us give it any consideration, but if everything was on the free 
list it would not be long before we would begin to feel it ad¬ 
versely. . . . Just watch and see how your congressman votes 
on the tariff bill and all of its amendments. It pays each one to 
look out for himself in this day of big business, schemers, poli¬ 
ticians, mergers, and efficiency experts. 55 

The important point is not whether the labor leaders who wanted 
higher tariff rates were in economic error in their day. If one 
should accept the validity of later assertions by opponents of pro- 

ri iVcn- York Times, September 2. 1928. This analysis of 1928 was being heard 
again in the 1960s. 

s * Ibid.. July 4. 1928. 

Ibid., July 7, 1928. “Your Job Versus the Spectre of Idleness and Ruin," an 
essay on the tariff, was issued in pamphlet form by the Republican National Com¬ 
mittee (Washington, D. C., 1928). 

4 Cooper, “The Tariff and Organized Labor," p. 224. 

u ‘ Teamsters Magazine, XXVI (November, 1929), 16. 
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tection as correct in abstract theory/’ 0 it would not change the 
plain self-interest of high tariff sentiment in the labor unions of 
the late 1920s. If there was any agitation at all for low tariffs in 
labor circles at the time, no sign of it appeared in a single one of 
the fourscore union periodicals examined by the present writer, 
nor was the Wage Earners Protective Conference criticized by A. 
F. of L. or Brotherhood periodicals. 

Politicians writing the platforms of the day must have noted this 
well-publicized high tariff sentiment in union circles. The Confer¬ 
ence had a publicity budget of $12,000 for the period June to 
November. Its activities were reported briefly in the New York 
Times on several occasions, and it even drew postelection criticism 
from the newspaper of the Socialist Party/’ 7 That Herbert Hoover 
was aware of labor’s vocally protectionist sentiment may be pre¬ 
sumed. 


V 

The immigration issue was of deep interest to labor leaders and 
the workingmen of America. While many recent arrivals longed 
for the entrance of close relatives from abroad, most union leaders 
took a different view. The Republicans were correct in pointing 
out that with labor-saving machinery seeming to create employ¬ 
ment problems, increased immigration might add to those prob¬ 
lems. 08 However prospective immigrants might seem to yesterday’s 
immigrants—and certainly many (and in a sense, all) Americans 
were in that category—to union leaders they were new faces seek¬ 
ing jobs that paid any wage. 

In early October, Candidate Hoover spoke on this issue. Ac¬ 
companied by eleven camera men and thirty correspondents, he 

*• For such an argument, see Francis B. Sayre, "Does American Labor Stand 
to Win or Lose by Trade Agreements?" Political Science Quarterly. LIV (June. 
1929), 186. Labor, he said, was "definitely injured” by embargo tariffs. "The 
overwhelming majority of the workers in this country unquestionably stand to 
gain from a policy of tariff moderation which, by fostering healthy trade, pro¬ 
motes the sound prosperity of the entire nation." Would this argument sway a 
potter who watched foreign pottery eliminate his job? 

“ New Leader, December 1, 1928. 

“See "Governor Smith Wrong on Immigration,” Republican National Com¬ 
mittee, 1928. 
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journeyed to Elizabethtown, Tennessee, where he stated, “I do not 
favor any increase in immigration. Restriction protects the Ameri¬ 
can home from widespread unemployment. At the same time we 
must humanize the laws, but only within the present quota.” 59 
The Hoover pronouncement on immigration was the most en¬ 
couraging to reach William Green since the opening of the cam¬ 
paign, for as he put it, “apprehension and deep concern” had been 
felt on this in labor circles. Hoover had “struck the right note,” 
announced Green, and the A. F. of L. Information and Publicity 
Service promptly released his full remarks, adding the following 
appraisal: 

Mr. Hoover’s statement regarding immigration is in accord with 
the declared policy of the American Federation of Labor. His 
announced opposition to any change in the quota and restrictive 
provisions of existing immigration legislation is most welcome 
indeed. Mr. Hoover’s announcement upon this subject will create 
a most favorable impression among the vast majority of working 
people everywhere." 0 

While a favorable Smith pronouncement on immigration quickly 
ensued from Louisville, so that the Federation was more pleased 
than ever, the Republicans had already seized on the Green re¬ 
marks as a sign that Hoover had gained in favor. The allegiance 
of John L. Lewis to the Hoover cause was announced on October 
1 1, and a possible Republican trend in union circles was loosely 
suggested in the press. Major Berry, labor adviser to the Demo¬ 
crats, quickly telephoned his fears to Secretary-Treasurer Frank 
Morrison at A. F. of L. Headquarters, and in a forceful letter to 
President Green on October 10 he foresaw dire consequences to 
the Smith candidacy from the Green immigration statement. It 
was “unfair” and “out of line with the so-called nonpartisan, neu¬ 
tral position of the Executive Council,” he charged. Green defended 
himself within a week, assuring Berry that his quoted remarks 

w The New Day . p. 104. 

Release of October 8, 1928. The balance of the immigration story given here 
has been pieced together from material in file “Miscellaneous 1926-1928,” A. F. 
of L. Papers. 
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could not be considered an endorsement of Mr. Hoover’s candi¬ 
dacy. The remark was termed his own, not the Council’s. 

But clever political brains at Democratic labor committee head¬ 
quarters, in the meantime, had been at work on a new matter— 
Hoover as “enemy” of labor. In his October 10 letter, Major 
Berry warned President Green that in 1920 Hoover had told the 
Senate Educational and Labor Committee, “The principle of in¬ 
dividual freedom requires the open shop.” Berry cited the New 
York Times, May 15, 1920, p. 21. On October 17, surmising that 
his “bombshell” had failed to explode. Berry wrote identical letters 
to Green and Morrison, placing the offensive Hoover words in 
solid black capital letters; he called for an outright endorsement of 
Alfred E. Smith. 

While President Green endorsed his copy “no answer,” Secretary 
Morrison asked W. C. Robert, Federation legislative expert, to 
ascertain the facts. Roberts went to much effort and reported back 
in detail. The offending statement was genuine enough, he said, 
but Hoover’s enemies would have to take care! For Hoover had 
also rejected (a) legal repression by injunction, (b) compulsory 
arbitration, and (c) industrial courts (such as that in Kansas— 
detested by union leaders). Thus, wrote Roberts, “If too much is 
said about what Hoover said about the open shop his friends can 
come back with the statement that at the same hearing he was 
against the injunction in labor disputes, compulsory arbitration, 
and industrial courts.” 01 Berry nevertheless set the propaganda 
wheels in motion. The Democratic National Committee released 
a printed circular letter, “To the Officers and Members of the 
American Labor Movement,” repeating the earlier Berry half- 
truths. Green endorsed his copy “No reply.” Berry saw to it that 
a copy of an irritated telegram he sent a Chicagoan was routed 
to Green. So far as he knew. Berry boasted, the only top A. F. of 
L. leader supporting Hoover was John L. Lewis.' 12 

President Green was not to be smoked out of official neutrality 
by this end-of-campaign tactic. He wrote Berry on October 25, 

61 Roberts cited the Washington Post and Baltimore Sun of May 15, 1920, the 
Washington Star of May 14, 1920. 

Berry to Emmet F. Flood, October 24, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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“The information you gave Mr. Flood is correct. By no stretch of 
the imagination could any statement I have made during the cam¬ 
paign be considered as an endorsement of the Republican plat¬ 
form.” n3 The incident was closed, chiefly, it is clear, because 
Herbert Hoover had not been proven, and even by extreme parti¬ 
sans could not be proven, an “enemy” of organized labor. 

VI 

A behind-the-scenes meeting of enduring interest took place 
when, on October 26, the president and the secretary-treasurer of 
the National Women’s Trade Union League obtained an interview 
with the Republican candidate. “. . . He certainly left no doubt 
in my mind as to his position regarding industrial legislation for 
women,” Elizabeth Christman enthused later. “Before this you 
will have seen his very splendid statement on this subject, one 
which does not permit of the slightest misconstruction.” 114 The 
Hoover statement forwarded with such approval read 

I am absolutely with you in your efforts to get adequate labor 
legislation for women. Such legislation establishes standards for 
industry, which although they already exist by voluntary agree¬ 
ment between many employers and the organized workers, must 
be written into law to bring up the laggards of industry. 

On this subject I have not altered my opinion as expressed in 
1920. If women in industrial occupations are to be protected 
equally with men. they must have safeguards additional to those 
provided for men. I favor especially the laws limiting hours of 
labor, with progressively higher standards in accordance with 
the purposes of organized working women. I should greatly 
deplore any weakening of the existing regulations, or any inter¬ 
ference with their extension. 

All local leagues and committees of the National Women’s 
Trade Union League were soon advised officially by headquarters 
of the group that Hoover had made “one of the finest statements 
ever given us favoring industrial legislation for women.” o;i 

"William Green to G. L. Berry. October 25, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

04 Secretary-Treasurer, N.W.T.U.L., to Executive Board, November 7, 1928, 
N.W.T.U.L. Papers, Library of Congress. 

“Elisabeth Christman to Addressees, November 14, 1928, N.W.T.U.L. Papers, 
Library of Congress. 
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VII 


It can be seen, in summary, that the appeal Herbert Hoover 
and the Republican Party directed to the workingmen and women 
of America in 1928 had in it very substantial and appealing ele¬ 
ments. As phrased by Mr. Hoover and paraphrased by various 
party leaders, the appeal made sense to many a person working 
for wages at the time. The contemporary slogan, “Hoover and 
Happier Homes” (one which would be politically jarring in the 
retrospect of depression years), had real meaning in earlier days. 
Although the support of union leaders and union members had not 
been singled out for courtship except insofar as these persons were 
members of the working force of the nation, neither had the special 
concerns expressed by union leaders been passed over in silence. 
Immigration bars would clearly remain in place in the event of a 
Republican victory—and labor thought this desirable. Collective 
bargaining, not a central theme in the election, had been recognized 
as a worthwhile method of settling industrial disputes. The strong 
stand of the Republican Party on behalf of the protective tariff 
would actually help it in trade union circles in the late 1920s. But 
the party’s attitude and that of Hoover on the injunction did not 

satisfy union leaders. 

In the well-organized and clearly expressed thought of Herbert 
Hoover on the American society and economy in 1928 the Re- 
publican Party had an important asset. The speeches of Hoover 
were read clearly from carefully prepared manusenpts to an audi¬ 
ence quite entranced with the magic of political campaigning by 
radio The present writer ventures to take exception to the vigorous 
general and specific criticisms of the Hoover rhetoric made by a 
student of speech. 1,7 Laboring men and their wives shared at the 


« l. U nnt correct in my view of the matter, to say that the Hoover appeal was 
general * in°nauire—atiTw expressed by Ralph D. Case, '•Pan, Campargn 

Propaganda." /I \nnals. 179 < M f£ 19 leches During His Presidency” (Un- 

d ublished^Dooto r al "d i ssert ation. Stan ford University. 1950). •‘Certainly the radio 
^ • medium for Mr Hoover in communicating with millions of Americans 

X wet ild«4nT„?ln“L" or no. complele.y bound by habi, !„ any 

particular political party. His nonpartisan approach to great national issues appealed 
fo"Cit e/ Ray Lyman ^'^-,949. (Edgar Eugene Rob.nson 

and Paul Carroll Edwards, eds.; Stanford. 1960). p. 401. 
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time the Hoover optimism at the material progress of America. 
They joined in his expressed hope that a prosperous future lay 
ahead, one that would touch all citizens. That the handful of un¬ 
employed concurred in such hopes may be assumed; that they 
rejoiced over the economic progress of that day and time is ex¬ 
tremely far-fetched. 

Union leaders would have been greatly cheered if the injunction 
plank of the Progressives had only become Republican policy in 
1928, but their rank and file knew little of this. They were ob¬ 
viously more attracted by the Republican candidate’s determination 
that opportunity for each person to rise to the heights ought never 
be curtailed in America. Each union member’s wife had hope for 
her children, and the America of Hoover’s vision sounded like a 
good world in which they might grow up, especially when the 
memories of rigid class structure in the Old World, and its lack 
of opportunity, were freshly in mind. 

The American people had been taught in their grade schools 
that their nation had in years past been a land of opportunity. This 
they believed.' 1 * As voters in 1928 they were not prepared to reject 
a candidate for President who was fully identified with the idea that 
freedom of opportunity for every individual was something to be 
preserved at all costs. “Security” had not yet become a common 
word in the American vocabulary. Herbert Hoover as candidate 
for office was identified with the qualities most admired in that day 
by his voting fellow citizens, most of whom were to be numbered 
somewhere within the working force—or its family circles. What 
Hoover was, as well as what he said, convinced the electorate that 
here was a man neither to be hated nor feared. 

Above all. Hoover was no “enemy” of labor in fact or contem¬ 
porary portrait—except those painted by a handful of Democratic 
and radical partisans. His expressed convictions on the tariff, im¬ 
migration, women's rights, and child labor were at one with those 
of union leaders at the time. He believed in collective bargaining 

See Mark Sullivan, Our Times , Vol. II (New York, 1927), Chapters 1 to 4, 
where the education received by the adults of the late 1920s when they were 
youths, ca. 1880 to 1910, is clearly sketched. This belief in opportunity was a 
reality, whatever the degree of fact—which some historians have been chipping 
away at to some extent. Sec William Miller, •‘American Historians and the Business 
Elite,’* Journal of Economic History , IX (November, 1949), 184-208. 
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and was no defender of an unbridled injunction. It is noteworthy 
that union leaders who came to the support of Smith in the cam¬ 
paign seldom, if ever, attacked Hoover. 

In concluding, one must weigh heavily the judgment of lifelong 
Democratic Party partisan Daniel J. Tobin, Teamster president 
and ardent Alfred E. Smith supporter in the campaign. “Hoover 
is not wanted by Wall Street,” he informed fellow Teamsters. 
Hoover was called "too square” for the Republicans, and the best 
candidate they could name. He was the “man of brains, the man 
with ability, the man who has unselfishly done things, the man who 
has the courage to tell the truth, the man who had defied Wall 
Street, the man who for eight or ten years has been doing good 
things and helping our government.” Furthermore, “honest, fear¬ 
less, able Hoover” would be a hard man to lick on election day, 
but he would “give us a square deal.” ,10 In summary, deep-eyed 
Democrat Dan Tobin suggested to the truck drivers and other 
laboring men in his union 

Hoover may change his attitude towards Labor upon becoming 
President, but we hardly think at the age of fifty-six he will 
change and become different from what he has been in the past, 
because a man of his age who has always insisted on a square 
deal for the downtrodden surely cannot, on becoming robed in 
the regalia of the presidency, change his nature and his attitude . 70 

Here in summarized form was the fundamental Hoover appeal to 
labor in 1928. These attractive features—too long omitted from 
many schoolbooks—were unquestionably important factors lead¬ 
ing to his overwhelming success at the polls in the Presidential 
Election of 1928. 71 


** Teamsters Magazine , XXV (April, 1928), 8-11. 

70 Ibid., XXV (June, 1928), 2. 

71 A handful of high school and grade school textbooks leafed through by the 
writer wasted few adjectives on Hoover in their haste to lavish attention on his 
successor in Presidential office. Even the dubious concept that a twelve-year 
President deserves three times the space of a four-year President does not justify 
the current indifference to the Hoover of the 1920s. See The Memoirs of Ray Lyman 
Wilbur, chapter 31, et passim, and the Hoover Memoirs for facts that have gained 
little hearing in competition with political attacks of the 1930s that brainwashed a 
nation. 
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Smith Appeals to 
Union Organizations 

DEMOCRATIC PARTY LEADERS hoped mightily that under 
the leadership of Alfred E. Smith the “labor vote” might be brought 
into the fold en masse in 1928. “We are going to do everything 
short of breaking our necks to elect A1 Smith,” said one leader. 1 * 3 
A Labor Committee was formally created under the leadership of 
Major George L. Berry in late July, and by early September it 
was expanding rapidly.- Berry announced on behalf of the com¬ 
mittee that the Democratic Party was fortunate in its candidates, 
since it was a time when capital and labor could join hands upon 
the political field. He saw in both Smith and Robinson “business 
capacities”; yet both had “proved their friendship for organized 
labor.” As a partisan-type in a partisan job, Berry proclaimed, “It 
is my judgment that the workers of America, organized or unor¬ 
ganized, will enter into the campaign enthusiastically and will give 
the ticket the strongest support ever registered in the national cam- 
paign. 6 

1 Frank P. Walsh to Max Levand, Wichita, Kansas, July 27, 1928, Walsh 
Papers, New York Public Library. 

• Ralph Casey, ‘‘Party Campaign Propaganda,” Annals, 179 (May, 1935), 97. 

3 New York Times, July 27, 1928. 
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I 

It is apparent that Democratic Party leaders considered the so- 
called “labor vote” to be more than union members plus nonunion 
industrial workers. The labor vote was considered an amalgam of 
many large and small groups including union and nonunion per¬ 
sonnel, Negroes, immigrants, the Irish, the Jews, and others. The 
groups were not mutually exclusive. Approaches to them would 
vary. 

In an attempt to attract some Negro votes in Northern cities 
the party spent only $125,000 out of its total of $5,342,349.89.■* 
A Negro was nominated for Congress in the 12th Missouri District, 
however, and some young Harlem Negro leaders worked for the 
Democrats. When the Republicans charged Smith with having a 
Negro stenographer and putting Negroes on the New York State 
payroll, Democratic headquarters promptly denied it, saying that 
under his administration jobs in the state had been given Negroes 
exactly as in the South; that is, to “porters, charwomen, etc.” 5 
Such a comment is (to modern ears) an odd way to attract Negro 
support, but the South had to be pacified. 

There were signs, however, that the Democratic Party was mak¬ 
ing progress with the Northern Negro. The influential Chicago 
Defender expressed dissatisfaction with the Republican ticket and 
thought Negroes should vote against the party of the dead Lincoln. 
Eight years of Republican administration, it thought, had brought 
little progress to the race. “If we have outlived our usefulness to 
the Republican Party, there is a possibility that we can be of the 
same service to the opposite party. At any rate, this is the only 
political means which we have not tried.’ As emotions came to 
be aroused over the Catholic faith of Smith, the National Associa¬ 
tion for the Advancement of Colored People became alarmed at 
an accompanying prejudice against the Negro which its spokesmen 
thought to be greater than in any election year since the Civil War. 

‘Campaign figures from James K. F’ollock. Jr., "Campaign Funds in 1928." 
American Political Science Review. XXIII (February. 1929). 66, 63. The Republi¬ 
cans spent a total of S3,814,815.45. These are National Committee figures. On 
the Missouri candidacy, see New York Times. September 4, 1928. 

6 Ibid August 5 and September 9, 1928. 
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The Baltimore Afro-American Weekly came to the aid of Smith, 
because it considered that the Republicans had invited Ku Klux 
Klan support in the South. It was the first time it had ever sup¬ 
ported a Democratic Presidential candidate. 0 

The Democrats also went to some effort to gain the support 
of persons of relatively recent immigrant status. Democratic head¬ 
quarters included the following linguistic/national divisions. Porto 
Rican, Hungarian, Rumanian, Slovanic, French, Italian, Polish, 
Jugo-Slav, Greek, Carpatho-Ruthenian, Ukrainian, Danish, Jewish, 
Slovak, Czech, and Spanish. Five persons were assigned to rela¬ 
tions with the foreign language press. 7 The struggle over the so- 
called “foreign” vote was accompanied by pronouncements from 
the editors of the foreign language press and statistics of dubious 
value. Some interest was shown in the effect that prohibition might 
play in swaying those who had long considered wine on the table 
or beer in the cellar a normal part of living. Some feared that the 
still famous relief work of Hoover might be an important factor 
among recent immigrants and those with relatives in Europe. The 
evidence on such matters is utterly inconclusive. 8 

Democratic Party leaders were well aware of the extent of the 
Jewish population of New York City, and they hoped that it might 
somehow be brought to the support of their candidates in the state 
and mobilized for Smith as well. 0 An experienced New York poli¬ 
tician judged, “There is a Jewish vote, just as there is an Irish, a 
German, and Italian vote, which has been recognized by the man¬ 
ner in which nominations have been made by both parties for 
time out of memory.” 10 The Jewish press was divided, however, 

Quoted in New York Times , October 20, 26, 1928. 

7 Casey, “Party Campaign Propaganda,” p. 98. 

H It was announced that 14 Hungarian language newspapers in New Jersey were 
for Hoover. Although all but 27 of 220 German language newspapers were said 
to be nonpolitical, of the 27, 17 were pro-Smith, 7 pro-Hoover, and 3 pro-Thomas. 
Of 160 Italian language papers, 18 were pro-Smith, 15 pro-Hoover, 2 supported 
Thomas, and 2 William Z. Foster. The Czech and Slovak press was 19 to 2 in 
favor of Smith; the Scandinavian press, 26 to 2 in favor of Hoover. While 57 
non-English papers had supported radical parties in 1924, only 46 did so in 1928. 
New York Times, September 7, October 25, 27, November 5, 1928. 

0 In 1926 there were 1,728,000 Jews in New York City—30 per cent of the total 
population. Survey by the Bureau of Jewish Social Research, 1926, made public 
in 1928. World Almanac, 1929, p. 504. 

10 Party of a lengthy discussion of the subject. Robert Darn, Asst. Dist. Atty., 
New York City, to Franklin D. Roosevek, October 3, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
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and it certainly is not known how Jews voted. They were almost 
as heterogeneous as other parts of the population, being of many 
national stocks, length of time in the country, financial conditions, 
and occupations. 11 It is recorded that twenty-six Jewish trade 
unions in Chicago with a membership of 75,000 endorsed Smith. 12 
At the Democratic National Convention in Houston, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt arranged for a rabbi to give the invocation on the first 
night, Herbert Lehman having asked Henry Morgenthau to ask 
Roosevelt to do so. F.D.R. asked Joseph Robinson, who forgot 
about it. Just as a Baptist was about to fill in, police and firemen 
produced a rabbi. 13 In the New York State gubernatorial campaign 
the Jewish vote situation was taken very seriously, in view of the 
religion of Lehman, Roosevelt’s running mate, and Ottinger, Re¬ 
publican candidate opposing F.D.R. for governor. Rumor had it 
that some “bigoted” gentiles would split their tickets, supporting 
Roosevelt and the Protestant Republican candidate for lieutenant- 
governor; some “bigoted” Jews, it was said, would do just the op¬ 
posite. 14 A Democratic memorandum on the “Jewish situation” 
worried that Ottinger would inevitably take the Jewish vote, other¬ 
wise “in the next twenty years neither one of the parties would 
nominate in city or state, any Jewish candidate for high political 
office. . . 15 It is utterly impossible to interpret or pass judg¬ 

ment on all these predictions or evaluations of the day, except to 
note that Roosevelt and Lehman won—and Ottinger did not. 


II 

Alfred E. Smith has long been an appealing figure for many 
Americans—even for many who did not support him in 1928 or 

11 Jews would vote for Hoover in gratitude for the relief work of Hoover, said 
the publisher of the Jewish Daily Press. Chicago. New York Times. October 11, 
1928. They would vote for Smith, said the editor of the Jewish Morning Journal. 
New York City. Ibid., October 12. 1928. Herman Bernstein, a former Jewish 
newspaper editor, said that while he was for Hoover, he thought the Jewish vote 
would divide. Ibid., October 22, 1928. 

“ Ibid., October 14. 1928. 

“Lehman to Roosevelt, July 5. 1928; Roosevelt to Morgenthau. July 7, 1928, 
Roosevelt Papers. 

“Letter from a New York City lawyer to Roosevelt. October 8. 1928, Roosevelt 

“Letter to Roosevelt. October 15, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
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deplored his break with F.D.R. in the 1930s. Up from the City 
Streets was the inspirational title of the 1929 autobiography of the 
man Charles Michelson once described in musical prose: 

Alfred E. Smith, the ingenuous child of the New York side¬ 
walks, simple beyond belief, but with that simplicity is combined 
a knowledge beyond that given in books; a demigod to whom all 
the complexities of government are clear as day; a paragon of 
wisdom, gentleness and righteousness, whose facile mind fathoms 
automatically every depth of economics and politics. 10 

Smith inspired loyalty. To New Yorkers he was “really some¬ 
thing.” Frank P. Walsh wrote his emotional hopes in private: 

We are all going to do everything short of breaking our necks 
to elect Al Smith. I am wondering if you think, confidentially, 
that he has a chance. It is hard to come to a conclusion as yet, 
but Smith has made such a wonderful record as Governor of 
New York, and has such a keen sense of politics himself, that 
I cannot but feel that he has a first-class chance. In any event, 
he will give the opposition a nut to crack every few days during 
the campaign. 17 

Governor Smith delivered his acceptance address on August 22 
in Albany, New York, eleven days after Hoover’s and about three 
weeks after the adjournment of the A. F. of L. Executive Council 
meeting in Atlantic City. On a rainy day which held down the size 
of his immediate audience but may have increased the size of a 
radio audience which “listened in” on 111 stations, Smith began 
by saying: 

Upon the steps of this Capitol, where twenty-five years ago I 
first came into the service of the State, I receive my party s 
summons to lead it in the nation. Within this building, I learned 
the principles, the purposes and the functions of government 
and to know that the greatest privilege that can come to any 
man is to give himself to a nation which has reared him and 
raised him from obscurity to be a contender for the highest 
office in the gift of its people. 

In the New York World, July 1, 1928 (as quoted by Casey, “Party Campaign 
Propaganda." p. 103). A biography that treats Smith with understanding is Oscar 
Handlin, Al Smith and His America (New York, 1958). 

,T Walsh to Max Leonard, Wichita, Kansas, July 27, 1928, Walsh Papers. 
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The Governor of New York said he stood for the “people” rather 
than “material things.” He was for “progressive measures,” for 
honesty in office, and against the idea of government by and for a 
“benevolent oligarchy.” His party stood for the maintenance of 
“legitimate business” and for a high standard of wages. These 
were thought consistent objectives. 

Smith wanted the tariff taken out of the realm of politics and 
treated on a strictly business basis. The Democratic tariff would 
be “honest,” would “play no favorites,” and would do “justice to 
every element in the nation.” There would be no “sudden or drastic 
revolution” in its provisions. Thus spoke the candidate of the 
historic low-tariff party. 

There was much in the Smith address to attract groups of various 
persuasions. There were a plea for the conversation of natural re¬ 
sources, kind words for veterans, promises of aid to the farmers, 
and a courageous statement on prohibition which went beyond 
the party platform and was called in urban editorials an honest 
appraisal of what had become a very trying national scandal. 

It is very important to record the Smith denial of any reality in 
Republican claims of full employment and of distributed pros¬ 
perity. His denials were neither as strong as those of the Socialist 
candidate nor sarcastic and violent like those of the Communist 
candidate, but they were aimed at the very basis of the Republican 
Party position in 1928. He insisted that there were four million 
unemployed. He said that 40 per cent of the 430,000 corporations 
in the country had lost money in 1926, while one-fourth of one 
per cent of them had earned two-thirds of all corporation profits. 
“Specific industries are wholly prostrate and there is widespread 
business difficulty and discontent among the individual business¬ 
men of the country.” Furthermore, 

Prosperity to the extent that we have it is unduly concentrated 
and has not equitably touched the lives of the farmer, the wage 
earner and the individual business man. The claim of govern¬ 
mental economy is as baseless as the claims that general business 
prosperity exists and that it can exist only under Republ.can 
administration. 



174 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 




Alfred Emanuel Smith in a series of informal poses 
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In short, “The Republican Party builds its case upon a myth.” 18 
Each voter would have to decide the correctness of this attempt 
to contradict what Hoover, the Republicans, the daily press, and 
many leaders of opinion claimed as irrefutable fact. 

When he turned to labor topics in this formal address. Governor 
Smith said he stood for labor’s “reasonable contentment.” He 
praised the labor legislation of the Wilson administration and 
favored collective bargaining. He repeated, as he had so often 
while campaigning in New York, that labor was not a commodity. 
Then he gave the injunction three full paragraphs. 

Dissatisfaction and social unrest had grown from the injunction 
abuse, said Smith. “Undoubtedly legislation must be framed to 
meet just causes for complaint in regard to the unwarranted issu¬ 
ance of injunctions.” Unlike Hoover, he took cognizance of the 
recent Senate hearings on the matter, saying: 

The Judiciary Committee of the United States has already in 
progress a careful study of this situation. I promise full coopera¬ 
tion to the end that a definite remedy by law be brought forth 
to end the existing evils and preserve the constitutional guaran¬ 
tees of individual liberty, free assemblage and speech and the 
rights of peaceful persuasion. 

In these words Governor Smith reiterated what he had been ac¬ 
customed to saying in his native state. Not only did he take the 
side of the union leaders on the injunction; he proceeded to argue 
their cause. 

Chief Justice Taft in 1919 stated that government of the rela¬ 
tions between capital and labor by injunction was an absurdity. 
Justice Holmes and Justice Brandeis of the United States Su¬ 
preme Court unite in an opinion which describes the restraints 
on labor imposed by a Federal injunction as a reminder of in¬ 
voluntary servitude. 

The statement might have been written by William Green himself. 
Union leaders would be pleased. On immigration, Smith thought 
some adjustments should be made to reunite families and avoid 
discrimination against particular nationalities. 

“Text in New York Times. August 23, 1928. 
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Smith granted that the United States had a government of laws 
and not of men, but he pointed out the laws did not execute 
themselves.” He would therefore appoint men and women to 
office regardless of whether they were rich or poor, wet or dry, 
from one part of the country or another, or of a particular religion. 
(The Democratic candidate did not mention race or color.) In¬ 
tegrity and the ability to give devoted service would be touchstones 
for appointees. In conclusion, Smith said with what must have 
seemed to radio listeners the greatest sincerity: 

Victory, simply for the sake of achieving it, is empty. I am 
entirely satisfied of our success in November because I am sure 
we are right and therefore sure that our victory means progress 
for our nation. I pledge a complete devotion to the welfare of 
our country and our people. I place that welfare above every 
other consideration and I am satisfied that our party is in a po¬ 
sition to promote it. To that end I here and now declare to my 
fellow countrymen from one end of the United States to the 
other, that I will dedicate myself with all the power and energy 
that I possess to the service of our great Republic. 


Ill 

Union speakers and union publications generally preserved si¬ 
lence on the prohibition and religious issues in 1928. If there were 
Catholics in the unions, there were also Protestants. If there were 
those who “liked their good, wholesome beer” and others who 
were used to wine on the table in the “old country there were 
also believers in temperance and long-suffering wives who were 
glad to see the passing of the saloon. It would be surprising if, 
under the circumstances, a labor organization like the A. F. of L., 
one to which belonged millions of Americans of diverse occupa¬ 
tions and interests, could have agreed on such issues. For all prac¬ 
tical purposes, none of the union speakers or union publications 
cared to discuss Catholicism in public in 1928. This is under¬ 
standable. A few of the journals of the railroad brotherhoods did 
take strong stands on prohibition, however, and this, too, is no 
surprise. A brief review' of A. F. of L. sentiment needs to be given 
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at this point in connection with the Smith appeal on the “wet” 
issue. 

The A. F. of L., numbering in its membership bottle blowers, 
teamsters, bartenders, and other affected trades, viewed the Vol¬ 
stead Act with ill-concealed distaste. An Executive Council appeal 
on the matter was issued in 1922 and approved by the convention 
in 1923. While no further convention action was taken through 
1928, 10 the labor body was active in an Association Against the 
Prohibition Amendment and a Joint Legislative Committee . . . 
for Modifying the National Prohibition Act. Green explained that 
“the A. F. of L. has not asked for the repeal of the Eighteenth 
Amendment. It has asked for the modification of the Volstead 
Act.” 20 What the Federation wanted, Green wrote President 
Coolidge in 1925, was the return of a national beverage—whole¬ 
some beer. He explained in one letter the philosophy under which 
he acted when he had testified on Prohibition before Congressional 
Committees: 

I realize that individual members of the American Federation 
of Labor may differ very widely and sharply upon the subject 
of Prohibition and the proposed amendments to the Volstead 
Act. Individuals have the right to exercise their own opinions 
upon matters of this kind but I am sure you will distinguish 
between the opinions of individual members of the American 
Federation of Labor and the decisions of Conventions of the 
American Federation of Labor. You could present your in¬ 
dividual view and opinion to the Senate Committee but in my 
official capacity I am called upon to submit the decision of the 
American Federation of Labor in convention assembled. 21 

One need not bother to count laboriously the number of resolu¬ 
tions against strict Volstead Act enforcement passed by state fed¬ 
erations of labor 22 and city centrals to believe that the Smith 
position on prohibition was well calculated to attract the auto¬ 
matic support of many union leaders. 

What the Democratic nominee had to say on the injunction 
gained little attention from the press. What he said about state 

’•William Green to Albert Porter. November 3. 1926. A. F. of L. Papers. 
"Green to D. M. Jarnagin. February 20. 1926. A. F. of L. Papers 
** Green lo Joseph Oliver, Scranton. Pa., April 23, 1926, A. F. of L. Papers. 
a For example, Louisiana Stale Federation in April, 1926. File ‘ Prohibition, 
in A. F. of L. Papers. 
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option on prohibition—with its clear threat to the Volstead Act— 
made headlines. His position on the tariff, unusual in a Democrat, 
also drew much comment. 23 It was hardly necessary for Raskob 
to state soothingly that the business element in New York had the 
utmost confidence in Smith and knew that no legitimate industry 
would suffer by his election. 24 Labor leaders were plainly satisfied 
with the emphasis Smith placed on the injunction. They had long 
said it was to be the principal issue for them in 1928. But would 
the rank and file understand the meaning of the three Smith para¬ 
graphs? Or would they be diverted by the rather poor radio delivery 
and the New York accent of the Governor of the Empire State? 
Smith said that he was for “the people,” but he had not made an 
outright class appeal or excoriated the wealthy in dramatic or 
demogogic terms. Was this a clear-cut, emotional type of leadership 
that lower income families in the forty-eight states would follow? 

It is apparent that the Democratic candidate intended to appeal 
to union leaders through the injunction and other labor issues, 
taking a stand on the tariff which would be considered “reason¬ 
able” by both high tariff union men and some industrialists. Smith’s 
advisors sensed that his labor record in New York would speak 
for itself. His stand on prohibition might turn out to be attractive 
to many urban and rural Americans. The “wetness” of the ticket 
was to be made less offensive to drys by stressing that only Con¬ 
gress could amend the law; until that might happen, the Democratic 
President would try to enforce the law on the books—only better 
than ever. Republican prosperity was to be made to seem mythical 
by constantly reiterating that it was spotty in distribution. 

Could the Democratic Party, with or without the help of labor 
leaders, possibly explain such qualified stands to the country? It 
is never easy to keep issues grey rather than black or white. Could 
the fact that Alfred E. Smith was a Catholic and a product of the 
largest city in the United States be minimized in the eyes of all but 

a The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (Ind. Dem.) thought both labor and business 
would be reassured by his comments on the tariff and on injunctions. The Topeka, 
Kansas Daily Capital (Rep.) said that on the tariff he had shown himself “as 
good a protectionist as any Republican." The American Tariff League was dis¬ 
satisfied and thought it saw an end to prosperity in the Democratic tariff pro¬ 
posals. New York Times, August 25, 1928. 

-'Ibid., August 28, 1928. 
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Catholic and city voters? Could his lack of higher education be 
built into an asset, his accent be forgiven, his derby hat kept in 
the realm of friendly good humor, and his Tammany connections 
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—however free from scandal—be subordinated? Meanwhile, the 
Republicans would do all they could to persuade the public that 
the Smith states rights attitude on prohibition was in reality an 
advocacy of the return of the saloon. Such matters might prove the 
crucial ones in the campaign. 

The reaction of labor leaders to the program and person of 
Alfred E. Smith would come in the form of wholesale endorse¬ 
ments by individuals, city centrals, state federations, and major 
unions. Leaders who were silent or took contrary positions had 
their reasons, but they certainly did not condemn the stand the 
Democratic candidate had taken on the injunction; they could not 
say enough in praise of his labor record in New York. 


IV 

It was the assigned task of Senator Joseph T. Robinson to appeal 
to the farmers, and he did so in his acceptance address. He ignored 
industrial workers for the most part. He was scheduled to deliver 
an address on the labor record of Governor Smith and the position 
of the party toward labor a few days later at Dallas, Texas, but 
most of the prepared address was not delivered at this time. In¬ 
stead, he broke away from the manuscript suddenly to deliver a 
vigorous attack on those who were dragging the religion of Gov¬ 
ernor Smith into the campaign. He denied that Smith as a Catholic 
in the Presidency would conduct a government “ ‘of the priest, by 
the priest, and for the priest’ ”—as had been alleged by someone. 
And it was false that Smith was a drunkard! Thus far had the 
whispers gone in a few short months. By late July, Roosevelt 
could write to a friend, “I am a bit disturbed by reports from cer¬ 
tain sections of the South and West, but on the whole I think the 
campaign is starting off pretty well and I hope that the religious 
and prohibition issues will not remain at the front in the South and 
West much longer.” But such hopes were in vain. A constituent of 
Senator Neely of West Virginia wrote the stark prejudices of many 
when he said, “I am afraid of a Roman Catholic, with their dark 
bloody record of some sixty-five million dead martyrs, and would 
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much sooner and with far more honor vote straight for Satan than 
such a man as Smith, or anyone who bows to him.” 20 

By late summer it became apparent to Democratic Party leaders 
that the South and much of rural America might vote against a 
candidate in 1928, not for one. The unpleasant religious and pro¬ 
hibition issues placed the injunction issue, the tariff issue, the 
prosperity issue, the immigration issue, and the other economic 
and social issues in subordinate perspective. The address Candidate 
Robinson had once intended to deliver (see above) was scheduled 
to stress economic differences between the parties and would have 
continued the Jefferson vs. Hamilton approach inaugurated by 
Claude G. Bowers in his Democratic convention keynote speech. 
On that occasion Bowers had said, “Mythical prosperity, mythical 
economy, mythical facts, mythical figures, and mythical men, the 
last eight years may well be treated by the historian of the far 
future as the mythical age of American history.” The 1920s to 
Bowers had been “putrid beyond precedent.” It was hardly a fair 
or even a particularly decent view, but bad as it was, a campaign 
waged along such lines would have been better than the one that 
developed and is well known to students of the era. 

After an address devoted to the farm issue at Omaha on Sep¬ 
tember 18, Smith spoke publicly of the campaign of slander being 
waged against him. At Oklahoma City he lashed out against his 
accusers, reciting his own record in New York in some detail, 
reading favorable things that had been said about him in past years, 
and defying the purveyors of bigotry to do their worst. No Catholic 
should vote for him, he said, simply because he was a Catholic. 27 


M A letter dated August 18. 1928, forwarded to Roosevelt by Neely after the 
campaign. 

F u» ,cx! in York Times . September 21. 1928. beginning. “Oklahoma 

City, Okla. The verbatim speech of Governor Smith tonight was as follows: 

. . . “It cannot be said too strongly that the alleged texts of the campaign speeches 
of Smith as published later in book form arc defective to the point of outright 
fraud on the reader. Sec Campaign Addresses of Governor Alfred F. Smith 
(Washington. D. C., Democratic National Committee. 1929). While the accept¬ 
ance speech is reproduced almost exactly, the Oklahoma speech and the Newark 
speech (discussed below) arc scarcely rough approximations of the stenographic 
accounts. Paragraphs are added, deleted, altered in meaning, and changed in 
language. Introductions are eliminated, and conclusions are substituted. The 
present writer cannot account for this travesty of fact. It certainly is not excused 
by the Foreword of Smith which describes the addresses as being “substantially 
as delivered.” 
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The religious issue was officially out in the open. In May, a Vir¬ 
ginian had predicted confidently (and brashly) that an attempt to 
hold his religion against Smith would “practically insure his tri¬ 
umphant election, or else I greatly misjudge the character and 
intelligence of the American people/’ - s By late summer conditions 
had changed to so great an extent that speakers often explained 
that their support of Hoover had nothing to do with the religion 
of Smith.- 1 ' An editor of a Protestant magazine put it succinctly: 

Every intelligent person knows that religion is already perhaps 
the principal factor in the discussion of the people throughout 
the country, outranking prohibition, farm relief and any other 
question that the press attempts to keep foremost.' 10 


V 

The leaders of the Democratic Party tried desperately to keep 
the mind of the nation on less emotional matters. Raskob tried to 
identify the needs of farmers and workers by stressing tariff pro¬ 
tection for agriculture, saying that it would result successively in 
more farm income, higher wages and greater purchasing power 
for farm labor, increased production to meet the new demand, 
and consequently more employment and higher wages among in¬ 
dustrial working people. From time to time leading Democrats 
denied that the party intended to lower the bars that kept immi¬ 
grants from depressing wages. There was “not the slightest differ¬ 
ence” between the platforms on the issue, said Senator Robinson. 31 
Such economic and social matters were more difficult for many 
voters of the day to understand than the alleged threat of an 
emissary of the Pope in the White House or the possible return 
of the saloon. 

The Democrats faced a hard fight as they tried to sell their 
views on more sophisticated issues to the public. Governor Smith 
toured the West in an eleven-car train, accompanied by eighty 

=* Letter lo the editor from Tazewell. Virginia, in New York Times , May 11. 
1928. 

20 For example. W. J. Abbot, editor of the Christian Science Monitor, to a con¬ 
ference on the press at Charlottesville, Virginia. New York Times . August 17, 1928. 
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persons, half of them members of the press. There were typists, 
telegraph and mimeograph operators, and motion picture opera¬ 
tors, in addition to male and female public relations experts. The 
Smith message was Jeffersonian democracy, farm relief, benefits 
to labor, proper use of public power, and honest administration. 
But increasingly Smith had to defend his good name—hitherto one 
that had been unassailable on his home grounds. Because the 
Democratic platform and his own views on the issues had to be 
qualified carefully in order to please groups with conflicting inter¬ 
ests, his speeches soon turned out to be full of explanations, repeti¬ 
tions, refutations, and denials. They ceased to dwell on the ele¬ 
ments of a clear-cut, constructive, or organized program. Yet what 
Smith did was not a total loss. Even Norman Thomas, a persistent 
critic, said that Smith seemed to him to be making a harder appeal 
for “progressiveness” than Hoover. Still, he predicted the Gover¬ 
nor’s defeat. 33 

Smith attempted to speak from notes rather than from manu¬ 
script. Improvising as the inspiration struck him and seldom ignor¬ 
ing comments shouted from the audience, he was vastly more 
effective in person than on the radio. In spite of his fine record 
of public service, his great assets as a man, and the fact that he 
ran on his record as re-elected governor of a great state, it became 
increasingly apparent that, for reasons beyond his control, he was 
in trouble with much of the American electorate. 

Derby-hatted Smith, cigar in mouth, had a voice that made many 
of his countrymen shudder. While some radio listeners thought 
that what he had to say was just “fine,” 34 others shared the belief 
of a Minnesotian, who said he would support Smith, but “after 
hearing Governor Smith over the radio several times, I believe 
that if he were recalled to New York and men of the type of John 
W. Davis sent out on his behalf. Governor Smith could still be 


30 Dr. Albert C. DiefTenbach, Unitarian minister and editor of The Christian 
Register, Boston, quoted in New York Times, August 17, 1928. 

3,1 / hid., September 6, 14, and November 1, 1928. 

33 Based on Casey, “Party Campaign Propaganda/' pp. 99-100. who tells the 
story in rounded detail. 

New York Times, October 10, 1928. 

34 A Hernando, Mississippi, supporter, October 20, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 



184 


0 LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 



\I Smith, Democratic candidate for President 

elected." I rum Detroit a man commented. “A friend of mine 
asked me the other day if I had heard Governor Smith's notifica¬ 
tion speech and called attention to his murderous accent, or mis- 

An M 1) lo Koonc^cIi, October 20. l°2s. Koosctcll Papers. 
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pronunciation, in the use of the English language.” : * G The present 
writer hazards a guess that personal characteristics of this type 
hurt Smith terribly in the election of 1928, but the guess is only 
comprised of projections from such letters as these. 

Democratic orators naturally tried to sell to industrial areas the 
image of A1 Smith, friend of labor, a man largely responsible for 
the passage of welfare legislation in New York State.'* 7 There was 
truth in the vision, but by election day such matters were beside 
the point. The fact was that Smith had come to represent the forces 
of evil to some myopic Americans, while to others he was a strange 
and even a humorous figure up from the city streets. Here was 
provincialism, plus an ill-considered and suspicious anti-Catholi¬ 
cism, from persons who, meaning no profound harm, nevertheless 
dishonored the spirit of fair play. In retrospect, the slurs slung at 
Alfred E. Smith in 1928 make the historian pity—not Smith—but 
the little ones who reviled him. 

If Alfred E. Smith had been a Middle Western Protestant and 
prohibition enforcement had not been an issue in 1928, it is theo¬ 
retically possible that the man who had befriended working people 
in New York and sought the confidence of labor leaders might 
have looked to the nation more like the democratic friend of a 
more distributed prosperity for little people. His words might have 
received a hearing on their merits. Even so, he might not have won. 
At least in such an event he could not have been disregarded or 
crucified both in backward areas and in some of the nation’s par¬ 
lors as a mixture of antichrist, John Barleycorn, and Charlie 
Chaplin. 



The major labor address of the Democratic Presidential candi¬ 
date was made toward the close of the campaign at Newark, New 
Jersey. The October 31 address was ostensibly directed to working 
people in general, but there were more than a few thoughts in it 

** Undated letter, summer. 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

27 Note the effort of William B. Wilson, Secretary of Labor under President 
Wilson, before Maryland miners. New York Tunes, October 25, 1928. 
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which seem to have been made with union leaders and members 
in mind. The New York Times headlined the next morning “smith 
pledges protection to labor” and said the audience of over 
12,000 had thundered approval. The candidate had been forced 
to warn his audience repeatedly that its cheers used up valuable 
“raddio” time. 

Smith observed at Newark that his Republican friends expressed 
great love for and devotion to the American workingman when 
elections rolled around; yet in office they had not matched the 
accomplishments of the Wilson administration. Wages had climbed 
during the war years, not during ensuing Republican years. There 
was much unemployment in 1928; it must be remedied, where 
present, by public works. 

Nothing would be done to the tariff by the Democrats that would 
take a five-cent piece out of a worker's pocket, said Smith. Did not 
he, himself, come from the ranks of labor? Surely workingmen 
would not swallow the “meaningless, senseless” injunction plank 
of the Republicans. The Governor of New York said the people 
would know to whom to turn on election day. “I have the greatest 
possible confidence in the intelligence, the common sense, and the 
sound judgment of the rank and file of the American people.” 38 

Norman Thomas followed Governor Smith into Newark the fol¬ 
lowing night. Smith, he said, had been “evasive, inadequate, and 
indefinite.” He should have espoused government-operated em¬ 
ployment offices, unemployment insurance, and the five-day week. 
Had not judges appointed by the Governor always granted injunc¬ 
tions just like other judges? he asked. Take a look at businessmen 
supporting the Democratic Party to see why its candidate equivo¬ 
cated on such matters. 39 

The tariff issue bothered Democratic spokesmen. The protec¬ 
tionist sentiment in many unions in 1928 helps to explain how 
the Democratic Party under the managership of John J. Raskob, 
a party then operating with funds obtained chiefly from business¬ 
men, could rally around the tariff with relative impunity. The 
president of the New York State Federation of Labor, a strong 

Stenographic text in New York Times, November 1, 1928. 

09 Ibid., November 2, 1928. 
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Smith supporter who visited the Governor frequently, was himself 
an advocate of higher tariff rates on shoes in 1928. 40 Early in 
April, A. F. of L. local officials in Brooklyn had called a meeting 
to condemn the practice of buying foreign-made products. 41 Demo¬ 
cratic politicians might well ask themselves whether it was worth¬ 
while to continue the fight for lower tariffs just to woo the farm 
vote, free-trade economists, and a few others. Why not just place 
the farmer under the wing of Federal legislation, too? 

James W. Gerard, treasurer of the Democratic National Com¬ 
mittee, is said to have caused “old-time Democrats’’ to gasp when 
he stated just before the opening session of the Houston conven¬ 
tion, “It is time that this tariff obsession should be dropped.’’ To 
change the tariff might injure business and labor alike. “American 
labor must be protected against foreign labor.’’ Gerard saw indus¬ 
trial prosperity and full employment in “protection without robbery 
schedules.” 4 - Although Cordell Hull thought such ideas would 
destroy the party, some of the supporters of Smith were quick to 
claim that their favorite was not a low tariff man. 

Thus, some political policies of old no longer seemed sacred, 
and certain issues were not readily discussed. (When Smith was 
sent a cable in July asking where he stood on chain stores and 
trusts, he sent it to Roosevelt, who had the writer looked up in 
Bradstreet in vain. Louis Howe penciled a note to Roosevelt, his 
personal hero, saying that since Smith was the addressee, and an 
answer was not mandatory, “why should we burn our fingers with 
so awkward a communication?” 13 ) 


VII 

The Democratic Party appeal to union leaders in 1928 was 
intended to be a strong one. But its strength was in the addresses 
of the candidate more than in the party platform. Smith tried to 

10 New York Times, November 21, 1928. Note also the August 30 resolulion 
introduced by the Boot and Shoe Workers asking higher tariffs. New York State 
Federation Proceedings, 1928, 166. 

11 New York Times, April 3, 1928. 

42 New York Times, June 24, 1928. 

43 J. H. R. Grant to Alfred E. Smith, July 23, 1928, plus attached note. Roose¬ 
velt Papers. 
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strike at the roots of the Republican position by denying the gen¬ 
eral distribution of prosperity. He stressed the unemployed rather 
than the employed. Neither the tariff nor immigration laws would 
be changed at his hands in such a way as to harm the workingman, 
he intimated. Because his position on each issue was not clear-cut, 
however, Republican speakers found it easy to distort and obscure 
his position. 

Governor Smith realized the importance of a strong posture on 
the injunction. He devoted more attention to it than did Hoover, 
and he was far more specific—hoping to gain tangible help from 
union leaders. In the Smith addresses union leaders obtained their 
primary desires. The impression that had been made on the union 
rank and file and on nonunion wage earners would appear, it was 
hoped, when the votes were counted. Unfortunately for Alfred 
E. Smith, an able and self-made man of the people, the working¬ 
men and women of America had their eyes on collateral matters in 
1928—not on the intricacies of his well-meant appeal to their 
economic self-interest. 



Chapter 9 


Thomas Appeals to 
“ Workers” and 
“Progressives” 


THE SOCIALISTS came out of their 1928 convention rejuve¬ 
nated in spirit. A column written during the convention by one 
leader radiated confidence. Workingmen and women might be 
giving lip service to the prosperity god, wrote McAlister Coleman, 
but in their hearts they knew they were worshipping false images. 
He claimed that the Socialists spoke as ‘'the sole interpreters and 
spokesmen for the great masses of America’s workers.” They there¬ 
fore considered themselves to be, in the words of H. G. Wells, 
"watchers and guardians of the order of the world.” The coming 
political campaign would be one more engagement in the long 
battle for human freedom and happiness. 1 The Convention had 
been enough "to make you hold up your head and stick out your 
chest and be all-fired proud of the fact that you are a Socialist.” 2 

The editor of the New Leader was certain that the old party 
spirit had returned, and he quoted a delegate as saying, “We are 
coming back with a bang.” :i In retrospect, however. Mayor Hoan 

* ‘ The Political Prospects of 1928,” New Leader, April 14. 1928. 

’"We Go Riding Out.” ibid.. April 21. 1928. 

* James Oncal, in ibid., April 21, 1928. 
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of Milwaukee recalled that “the party was completely bankrupt, 
financially.” 4 At the time, the leaders of the Socialist Party talked 
as though the major parties had been placed on the defensive. 
The Democratic and Republican national committees, candidates, 
and spokesmen chose to ignore the challenge issued by the suc¬ 
cessor of Debs—Norman Thomas. 

An unusually vivid picture of the Socialist candidate was painted 
by Hoan from his practical political viewpoint a few years after 
the 1928 campaign. He wrote Oneal as follows: 

I have always recognized that Norman Thomas is inclined to 
work too hard and gets fagged out, that he is impulsive and 
inclined to lean too strongly towards the college groups. I have 
personally forgiven all this for the reason that I do not know 
where else we can look for a candidate for President who would 
be willing to go through all the agonies of crusading for the 
Socialist Party. Only the old-time campaigners, like yourself, can 
understand that this is a thankless, tiresome and disheartening 
job and one that will wreck a man in body and mind as it did 
to Debs, if long continued. 5 

It was a keen comment, no less pertinent in the 1920s than at the 
time it was written. Representing an impoverished party, it was up 
to Thomas to breathe life into doctrines and points of view of 
little interest at the time. 


I 

In later years Norman Thomas asserted that both in 1924 and 
1928 several of the close political friends of Alfred E. Smith came 
to him and urged him not to attack the governor too severely. They 
claimed that Smith stood for many of the things that Socialists 
and other progressive workers wanted. 0 Whatever effect this may 
have had on Thomas, neither his speeches and writings in 1928 
nor those of other Socialists bristle with personal denunciations of 
either Smith or Hoover. 


' Hoan to Oneal, August 7, 1934, Hoan Papers. 

4 Hoan to Oneal, June 30, 1933, Hoan Papers. 

"Norman Thomas, lx the New Deal Socialism? (Chicago, 1936), p. 4. 
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To Thomas, both men were “able” and better qualified by ex¬ 
perience and by administrative ability than any major party candi¬ 
dates since 1916. 7 His rivals were not to be considered “the white- 
haired boys of the most reactionary—and stupid—employers.” 8 
Smith was undeniably an able administrator thoroughly conversant 
with state affairs and “a pungent speaker with a gift of making the 
state’s business interesting to the electorate. 9 Thomas called his 
acceptance speech a “clever and emotionally sincere appeal to 
liberals” that would require attention. 10 Hoover at the time was 
termed "a benevolent bureaucrat devoted to an outworn economic 
philosophy.” The Hoover acceptance speech need not be analyzed 
at length. In the perspective of years, Thomas thought better of 
Hoover (having gotten to know him personally and therefore to 
appreciate his better qualities). 11 

Morris Hillquit called Hoover “a typical representative of Amer¬ 
ican capitalism” who would be bitterly opposed by farmers and 
workers alike. 12 Although Victor Berger used a familiar expression 
of the day in calling the candidates of the old parties the “Gold 
Dust Twins,” it was hardly defamation to allege in this way a 
similarity in the leading Democrat and Republican. The article on 
Hoover in the Socialist handbook, “Hoover, the Incompetent,” 
was more condescending than insulting; it even admitted that he 
was “a very worthy opponent.” 13 A Socialist writer warned voters, 
“You’ll pretty soon, if you have not already done so, wake up to 
the cold, hard fact that your boasted ‘individual independence and 
initiative’ don’t amount to a hill of beans.” 14 

It was Governor Smith that the Socialists considered their chief 
competitor. The party literature spent hundreds of thousands of 

I Norman Thomas, “Timely Topics,” New Leader, July 7, 1928, a weekly 
column distributed to 130 labor and liberal publications. 

'Ibid., August 4, 1928. 

•Review of Progressive Democracy: Speeches and State Papers of Alfred E. 
Smith (New York, 1928), in ibid., June 23, 1928. 

lo lbid. t September 1, 1928. 

II Thomas to Oral History Project (1949). 

12 New York Times , June 17, 1928. 

13 Freda Kirchwey, “Hoover, the Incompetent,” in The Intelligent Voter's 
Guide, p. 86. 

14 Oscar Ameringer, Milwaukee Leader, May 1, 1928. 



192 


H LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


words and dozens of cartoons trying to make Smith and Tammany 
Hall seem one and the same. The political rise of Smith in New 
York State was examined in minute detail. Stressed repeatedly was 
the idea that no matter what Smith might want to do personally, 
big business interests behind his party would unite with a conser¬ 
vative South to keep down liberalism and progressivism. The So¬ 
cialists rejoiced at the appointment of John J. Raskob as Demo¬ 
cratic campaign manager, and they tried to identify the Democratic 
Party with him and with the conservative South. 15 Smith is no 
friend of labor, said Socialist leaders, and a party booklet, warned: 

If you want a Democratic replica of Republican kowtowing 
to the bosses, then Smith is your man. But don’t make the mis¬ 
take of voting for him on the ground that he is a liberal or a 
friend of labor, or anything of the sort. And forget the idea that 
with Smith in the White House the hitherto submerged city 
workers are coming into some sort of utopia, where they will 
enjoy freedom from injunctions, the benefits of social legislation, 
and a general era of good feeling. 16 


II 

The Socialists were keenly alive to the value of local issues, 
seldom failing to expose errors of omission and sins of commission 
when they thought they had discovered them. The National Execu¬ 
tive Committee chose a panel of forty-seven speakers in May, six 
of whom may have been women. This initial group was drawn 
from states with large populations. 17 Louis Waldman, Socialist 
gubernatorial candidate in New York, has told in his autobiography 
how speakers were to stress the corruption issue and other issues 
during the campaign in that State. The power of organized crime 
and its alliance with politics, the need for public rather than private 
control of water power, and the role of the injunction in thwarting 
the organization of labor would get major attention. 18 The New 
Leader made much of these. It also discussed the need for unioni- 

16 By accepting the aid of Raskob and other “financial and industrial magnates,” 
Smith had made workers question his friendship for labor, said the Socialist 
campaign manager. New York Times , September 3, 1928. 

Quoted in ibid., August 7, 1928. 

17 Minutes. N.E.C., May 19-20, 1928, Hoan Papers. 

18 Louis Waldman, Labor Lawyer (New York, 1944), p. 182. 
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zation of the Southern textile industry and did not ignore the farm 
issue. When it seemed that WEVD, “the Socialist radio station,” 19 
might lose its license, the party had a ready-made issue in its hands 
and decried the discrimination in numerous articles. 

For certain states and local Socialist units the Presidential race 
was only one of several races of importance. In the Milwaukee 
city election, Hoan and his colleagues said the party would provide 
maximum achievement, continue the merit system, “make courtesy 
and service our motto,” employ the best standards in municipal 
finance, advance city planning and zoning, and develop harbors 
and deep water projects. Transportation would be promoted, work¬ 
ers would be assisted “in their struggle for betterment,” and the 
fight for “a better, bigger, and brighter city” would continue." 0 
The situation in Milwaukee was helped by “left-handed support” 
lent by some opposition candidates jealous of each other, accord¬ 
ing to Hoan. Moreover, the party was said to gain support because 
it exercised “some discipline over its officials” and had a program 
for managing city affairs. 21 Such reasons as these do not seem 
related in any way to socialism as doctrine. Nor were they. 

In Reading, Pennsylvania, for example, Socialists in power had 
praiseworthy, yet routine, accomplishments to their credit. As the 
locally powerful James H. Maurer analyzed the situation in his 
autobiography: 

All this sort of thing is not Socialism—perhaps not even a 
first installment. But it is part of a necessary preparation for 
Socialism. So long as people think that politics is in its nature 
corrupt, they arc not likely to understand what Socialism means. 
Only clean political action can usher in the new social order. 

Of course. Socialists in control of a single city cannot establish 
Socialism there while the rest of the state and the nation remain 
capitalist. They cannot do much more than give a clean, honest, 
efficient, humane administration, free from graft, thereby prov¬ 
ing that workers are not all hands and no brains, as exploiters 
of labor would have the world believe. To do that is worth 
while . 22 

'* One of its policies was to broadcast news and features regarding “the aspira¬ 
tions of the American labor movement. . . .” New Leader , December 3, 1927. 
Note the call letters of the station: Eugene Victor Debs. 

**Milwaukee Leader, February 27, 1928. 

” Hoan to Berger, March 23, 1928, Hoan Papers. 

“James H. Maurer, h Can Be Done (New York, 1938), pp. 303, 305. 
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One must leave to the students of Milwaukee, Reading and Bridge¬ 
port affairs the question of what balance existed in each city 
between socialism and reformism, returning now to the larger 
story of 1928. 

Above all other national issues the Socialist Party stressed the 
alleged similarities between the old parties. The cartoons of Art 
Young stressed the identity theme over and over, and Norman 
Thomas seemed to get special delight from his often repeated 
“Tweedledum and Tweedledee” interpretation of American party 
politics. As he put it, 

The exigencies of our parties will compel Smith and Hoover to 
talk as nearly as possible like each other so as not to antagonize 
important factions of their own parties. Both will continue their 
policy of saying nothing if they can help it. Men will vote for or 
against them on personal likes and dislikes of the men or their 
religion. 23 

William Karlin, Socialist candidate for Attorney General of New 
York, claimed the old parties stood for the same thing: “protec¬ 
tion of property rights against the rights of the individual.” Victor 
Berger said, “All I can say is that there is absolutely no difference 
of principles, methods, or aims between the two old parties now. 
They are both ultraconservative and even reactionary.” The So¬ 
cialist Party, obviously, did not approve of a two-party system in 
which the parties differed only slightly. Then what did they pro¬ 
pose? 

The entire Socialist Party campaign in 1928 was unified around 
one particular theme—the hope that the party might come to be 
the nucleus of a new mass party composed of trade unionists, So¬ 
cialists, and such others as might wish to lend their support. Social¬ 
ism would furnish the party doctrine and Socialists most of the 
party leadership. 

The Conference for Progressive Political Action of 1924 had 
been, over-all, a great disappointment to Socialists. - 4 Indeed, the 
whole failure of the American Socialists to sway trade unionists 
toward unity in the manner of the European Social Democratic 

23 Speech, Framingham, Mass., New York Times, June 25, 1928. 

Note Morris Hillquit, Loose Leaves from a Busy Life (New York, 1934). 
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movements and the British Labour Party had long been a matter 
for soul-searching concern. As Morris Hillquit put it, “A Socialist 
movement without the support of the workers is a sort of disem¬ 
bodied spirit, in fact a spook. Socialism must remain the political 
and spiritual guide of the working class, but it must reorganize 
and re-educate the working class.” 25 The plea along these lines 
that Thomas made at the convention of the International Ladies 
Garment Workers Union in Boston was eloquent though tactful. 
Thomas called the step necessary "for the sake of your class, and 
for the sake of mankind, for the sake of the present and the 
future. . . 20 He wrote in the New Leader just before election 

day under the headline, "vote the socialist ticket! the great 
issue—to rebuild a party” that the one political task that mat¬ 
tered was to build the new party: "the party of workers with hand 
and brain. . . .” 27 

Sometimes the Socialists told themselves that their task was 
already well along. They could say on occasion that Thomas and 
Maurer “are the Labor candidates,” and that they were "nomi¬ 
nated by a Labor Party.” 28 They would even proclaim, “The 
Socialist Party is the Labor Party." 20 In more sober moments, 
however, party leaders admitted that while the times ought to be 
ripe for a new party, the day for its creation lay ahead. Thomas 
admitted in August, "There is, as yet, no spontaneous mass move¬ 
ment”; yet he thought he could see "widespread interest.” :, ° 

Socialist Party leaders knew that there were already Socialists 
in the trade union movement. Socialist Vice-Presidential candidate 
Maurer was no less than president of the Pennsylvania State 
Federation of Labor! Self-styled "representatives” of 31 unions 
had pledged support to a committee of one thousand which Hill- 
quit formed in 1928 to work for the party among union mcm- 

“ The Immediate Issue (inside title: The Socialist Task and Outlook) (New 
York. 1920?), p. 8. Or sec Ralph Korngold, Are There Classes in America? 
(Chicago. Socialist Party, 1914), p. 9, "If the workers rise, they will rise to¬ 
gether." 

"I.L.G.W.U. Proceedings. 1928, p. 101. 

■"New Leader, November 3, 1928. 

“Editorial, "A Fruitless Political Policy." ibid.. May 5, 1928. 

*" Editorial, "The Politics of Prosperity and the Road to Power," ibid., Sep¬ 
tember 15, 1928. 

Ibid., August 25, 1928. 
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bers. 31 Minor officials in the unions would on occasion take the 
platform on behalf of the party. 32 The needle trades in New York 
City contained numerous Socialists and sympathizers, 33 and 
I.L.G.W.U. resolution 123 called for aid to the Young People’s 
Socialist League in order to increase Socialist influence. 34 

Yet the truth was that nearly all the member unions of the A. F. 
of L. were led in 1928 by men opposed personally both to Social¬ 
ism and to third-party action. 35 The Gompers tradition in political 
action lived on. 30 Labor leaders of the day felt themselves among 
the beneficiaries, not the victims, of capitalism. Such sentiments 
as these were common: 

Labels matter least in the struggle for higher civilization. No 
labor union will move one inch further because it may be classed 
as radical. The test of progressive trade unionism is its vitality 
and effectiveness. Only organizations which move ahead count. 37 


Ill 

Socialist leaders were in an embarrassing position with regard 
to leaders of the unions. They wanted to condemn them for their 
failure to accept the doctrine that separate political action is the 
only true light. Repeatedly they stressed their love for unionism, 
that is, industrial as opposed to craft unionism. Somehow they 
must stay on speaking terms with union leaders in the event that 


»' New York Times, March 29. 1928. 

1 A. I. ShiplacolT. president of the International Leather Goods Workers Union, 
spoke at a Socialist meeting, for example. Ibid., September 6, 1928. 

:tl Note tributes to Debs, to Sacco and Vanzetti, and to “an all-inclusive labor 
party" as a future goal, by the officers of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers 
in Report of the General Executive Board (New York, 1928), p. 85. Sidney Hill¬ 
man was then its president. Sec also Joel Seidman, The Needle Trades (New 
York, 1^42), p. 230, and Benjamin Stolberg, Tailor s Progress (New York, 1944), 
p. 318. 

3 * I.L.G.W.U. Proceedings . 1928, 153. 

^ Based on extensive examination of A. F. of L. and state federation proceed¬ 
ings and union journals. The newspaper of the railroad brotherhoods, Labor 
(Washington, D. C.), shows the same disinterest in Socialism and third-party 
action in 1928. 

10 This fact was especially irksome to Communists. See J. Louis Engdahl, “Sam 
Gompers is Not Dead," Workers Monthly . V (November, 1925), 10-14. (This 
periodical later merged with two other magazines to form The Communist.) 

:iT From the journal of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, the Advance , 
quoted in an editorial of the New York Times, January 3, 1928. 
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circumstances might change. Thus temperance in language was 
essential. Suppose the labor leaders should change their minds 
and decide on independent party action? Personal attacks were 
seldom made at the time, therefore, although ridicule for specific 
actions of leaders like William Green or Matthew Woll was com¬ 
mon. An editorial in the New Leader deplored the political division 
of labor and laughed at A. F. of L. political activities, but it 
warned, nevertheless, that labor leaders only reflected the lack of 
initiative among the rank and file. The leaders need not be de¬ 
nounced . 38 “As a political organization we have no right to inter¬ 
fere in the internal affairs of the trade-unions as they have no right to 
interfere in ours.” 30 

A lengthy and featured Socialist analysis of A. F. of L. political 
activities by Louis Stanley in 1928 tried to make at least ten spe¬ 
cific points against going policy; he did not deal in personalities. 
“Where is there the politician who worries about the vote of 
organized labor?” he asked. “The plain fact is that the trade union 
official has no way of delivering the vote of his fellow union mem¬ 
bers. 40 Although Stanley charged that the old parties had given 
as little as they could, he admitted that the years had brought an 
increasing humanization and liberalization of legislation. To most 
trade union leaders in 1928, this was sheer gain and one thing 
that made Socialism unnecessary. Many a trade union leader of 
the day would have endorsed the tart warning of former Socialist 
writer John Spargo as he gazed on his ex-comrades: 


“ New Leader, May 5, 1928. 

" Ibid., April 21, 1928. 

*° Louis Stanley, "A. F. of L. Policy on Politics Breaks Down," in New Leader. 
August 18, 1928. His points: Labor officials support political friends for personal 
favors. Local political machines arc not all of one party, so labor must be divided 
on the local level to be effective. Yet labor leaders cannot "deliver" votes, so 
politicians do not fear them. Workers vote from habit, race or religion—not as 
ordered. State labor federations lack organization and influence with member 
unions, lack contact with the rank and file, and must please city centrals located 
in both Republican and Democratic areas. The nonpartisan policy of the A. F. of 
L. creates apathy rather than giving the thrill to the worker of building up a 
better world. Where was labor (class) solidarity? Too few workers were organized. 
Nonpartisanship as a policy gained only a few "sops.” The adherence of organized 
labor to the Socialist Party would “electrify" the wage earners. A labor party 
must be created. 
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While you go on preaching the old doctrines of class war and 
irreconcilable conflict, the leaders of organized capital and the 
leaders of organized labor are quietly but steadily and surely 
working out plans of harmonious cooperation in the realization 
of genuine industrial commonwealth. You gabble; they work. 41 

IV 

The Socialist Party hoped to gain the support of workers of the 
mind as well as workers with the hand. Socialist Party leaders con¬ 
sidered the appeal to progressives and liberals almost as important 
as the appeal to organized labor. “I hope that progressives will 
soon muster enough courage,” said Victor Berger in Congress, 
“to stand by their guns and become a nucleus for a new and larger 
[political] movement.” He found it shameful the way they had 
put patronage above principles after 1924. 42 

Although that appeal to Progressive politicians would go un¬ 
heeded, the Socialist appeal to teachers, ministers, artists, and 
writers for support had more success. Several committees were 
formed from white collar groups and these gained publicity for the 
ticket, even though they represented only a small minority of their 
fellows. One thing that helped recruit these articulate leaders in 
the 1920s was the activity conducted on college campuses by the 
League for Industrial Democracy. 43 Another was the scope of 
the personal contacts Norman Thomas had built up through his 
years in the ministry as an opponent of war and as a writer on 
behalf of various causes. There was some appeal in such pam¬ 
phlets as Harry W. Laidler’s An Appeal to White Collar Workers 
and the Professions, which stressed the benefits educators and cre¬ 
ative thinkers might gain under a Socialist state. 44 The appeal to 
altruism was well developed, and scorn was heaped on the “ma- 


41 Ibid September 8, 1928. (A response to a New Leader challenge.) 

42 Congressional Record , Seventieth Congress, 1st Sess. t May 9, 1928, p. 8209. 

"Its officers in April, 1928 were: President, Robert Morss Lovett, professor of 
English literature at the University of Chicago; treasurer, Stuart Chase; executive 
directors. Norman Thomas, Harry W. Laidler; field secretary, Paul Blanshard; 
among the vice presidents were Maurer and Rev. John Haynes Holmes. New 
Leader , April 14, 1928. 

44 New York, Socialist Party, n.d. The appeal to teachers was almost entirely 
to their self-interest. 



0 THOMAS APPEALS TO “WORKERS" AND "PROGRESSIVES” 


199 


terialistic” joy America seemed to be getting out of the radio, the 
automobile, the lodges and civic clubs, and generally improved 
living conditions. 45 

The Socialists of 1928 were by no means a unit or a close-knit 
team. It was for them a trying period of East-West backbiting and 
organizational controversy, most of which can be ignored here. 
There was the quarrel over adoption of a new Constitution for the 
party. Was it antidemocratic? Was it calculated to turn the party 
over to newcomers or to New Yorkers? There was the fuss over 
moving the campaign management from Chicago to New York 
City. Such matters would not be settled in 1928. Indeed, in 1933, 
Hoan could write Oneal from Milwaukee 

A political party that does not have its roots well grounded in 
the West cannot amount to anything in this country. One thing 
is certain and I except you from what I have to say, that most 
residents of New York get a sectional psychology that is entirely 
foreign to the usual psychology which prevails throughout the 
U.S. 4 « 

Wisconsin socialism and New York socialism might come from 
identical books and advocates might even share similar national 
origins and religious beliefs (although this is open to much doubt 
indeed), but they did not see eye-to-eye on which element should 
control the party machinery. 

The bitterness of certain Chicago officials as power moved East 
is understandable. Henry’s irritation has already been noted. The 
state secretary of Illinois, W. R. Snow, was more outspoken. The 
campaign in June looked like a farce; “the folks at the forks of 
the road don’t like things as they are running,” he wrote Hoan. 47 
To Oneal he was blunt. Oneal, a son of the Wabash, was writing 
like a “native-born New Yorker,” and he wondered if it ever oc¬ 
curred to any New Yorker that “other parts of the country might 
have somewhat different economic, political, and psychological 
problems to deal with.” Eastern Socialists he called “The Com- 
misars of Legal Technicalities,” and other names. If Chicago was 

“Socialists were not alone in this. A popular book of the day which ridiculed 
America was Charles Mcrz, The Great American Bandwagon (New York, 1928). 
“Letter of June 30, 1933, Hoan Papers. 

47 Letter of June 6, 1928, Hoan Papers. 
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no longer to be head of the movement, the new heads should at 
least “remain in touch with the American people.” The list of 
speakers had 19 from New York, one from Illinois. Did this reflect 
importance? Too many New Yorkers spoke at the national conven¬ 
tion. Pamphlets were being censored by New Yorkers, but editing 
Congressman Berger and George H. Kirkpatrick was like a hick 
poet editing Shakespeare. 48 Norman Thomas was thoroughly in 
sympathy with the New York group. To Berger he wrote that 
while the Chicago group had “admirable qualities,” they were not 
the proper persons in whom to center authority. Comrade Henry 
“simply cannot conduct a proper campaign” whatever his personal 
speaking ability. 40 Meanwhile, the Women’s Campaign Committee 
came to consist of seven Easterners. 50 Immediately after the close 
of the campaign, Thomas would urge that the National office be 
moved from Chicago to New York. 51 Letters in the negative on 
this idea were on hand from Kansas, Wyoming, Idaho, Montana, 
Indiana, and Minnesota. Thomas said the move would result in 
(1) more people being available to work at different tasks, (2) 
more volunteers, and (3) more financial sponsors. The presence 
in New York of the Rand School and the New Leader would mean 
a lot, Thomas said. Discussion on the matter was heated. Clearly, 
the Socialist Party campaign in 1928 suffered from the effort to 
shift control eastward. Yet one must say that from that shift came 
great increases in liaison with “intellectuals.” 



While the “old guard” was none too happy about the “college 
crowd” that was prominent in the Socialist Party in 1928, they 
could not deny the importance of some persons who lent Norman 
Thomas their support. Some of these were clergymen who looked 
on life on this perspective: 


IS Letter of June 6. 1928, copy in Hoan Papers. 

4U Thomas to Berger, June 14, 1928, copy in Hoan Papers. 

^'N.EC. Minutes, Newark, N. J., May 19-20, 1928, Hoan Papers. 

M N.E.C. Minutes, New York City, November 24-25, 1928, Hoan Papers. 
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1 say to you that the church is awakening to the great issues 
between capital and labor, the reorganization of society, and we 
are coming to a time when the church, through some of its most 
potent organizations, is not afraid to espouse the cause of labor 
in its great fight for emancipation. 52 

Some ministers had zealously aided the investigation of the great 
steel strike of 1919. 53 In the magazine World Tomorrow, this 
growing social consciousness of some sections of the church found 
ideas to its liking. 5 ’ Morris Hillquit explained to someone overseas 

The World Tomorrow is a magazine of somewhat limited circu¬ 
lation. ... It is entirely friendly to the Socialist Movement but 
has a distinct pacifist background. There could be no possible 
objection to your writing for that magazine on the part of the 
Socialist Party. 55 

As it happened, the editor of the magazine in 1928, Kirby Page, 
was like Thomas a former minister and a peace advocate and was 
hopeful of a realignment in the parties. Perhaps progressives and 
radicals would “buckle down to the long and laborious task of 
creating a new party based on economic realities” if Thomas re¬ 
ceived a large vote. 50 A professor in the department of religion at 
Smith College found the Socialist Party platform “nearer to the 
New Testament ideal” than any other he had ever seen. 57 By 
October the Ministers Committee for Thomas and Maurer had 73 
names on its list. 50 When ministers read the New Leader in 1928 
they found little arid discussion of the theory of Socialism, and 
they might take pleasure in the idealistic expressions of its writers, 
so long as they could overlook such references as “stock-gambling 
Episcopal preachers” and “Catholic priest politicians.” More 

“Can the Church he Radical? Debate . . . February 12. 1922. [Between] John 
Haynes Holmes [and] Scott Nearing (New York, Hanford Press, 1922), p. 27. 

“The Interchurch World Movement put out several volumes on the strike dur¬ 
ing its short existence. 

“ Not all written by Socialists necessarily. There had been, said one writer, "a 
commercializing and materializing of everything which once was sacred, lofty, and 
sublime." Paul Arthur Schilpp. "Is Western Civilization Worth Saving?" World 
Tomorrow, XI (September, 1928), 369-371. He was a professor of philosophy 
at the time. 

"Hillquit to Friedrich Adler, December 5, 1924, Hillquit Papers. 

"Kirby Page, "Why I Shall Vote for Norman Thomas." World Tomorrow, XI 
(November, 1928), 452. 

" S. Ralph Harlow to Harry W. Laidler, in New Leader, June 23, 1928. 

“Ibid., October 6. 1928. 
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pleasant was this: “I suppose most of us are Socialists because we 
do take the Christian ideal of brotherly love to heart. ... We 
possess in heart and faith the one excuse for Christianity’s exist¬ 
ence. Love for humanity,” wrote S. A. de Witt in the New Leader 
of October 20, 1928. 

When W. E. Woodward, the author, invited seven hundred 
writers and artists to join the Writers, Artists, and Publicists Com¬ 
mittee for Thomas and Maurer he announced, “I am a Socialist of 
the deepest dye,” but he asked only “support” for his cause. “I am 
not asking you to become a Socialist,” he wrote. 

A vote for Thomas and Maurer . . . will help to make American 
politics more realistic. It will give increased prominence to im¬ 
portant industrial and international issues stressed by the Socialist 
Party. ... It will help lay the foundation for a powerful party of 
progress and social justice . 59 

Among those answering his plea were W. E. B. Du Bois, Fola La 
Follette, Robert Morss Lovett, Upton Sinclair, and Paul Blan- 
shard. 00 Du Bois was particularly anxious to break up the old party 
alignment, but he saw in the one-party South a death blow to any 
new party hopes. 

Famous names in education and intellectual pursuits lent their 
prestige to the cause of the Socialist Party in 1928. Harold Under¬ 
wood Faulkner, Jerome Davis, Granville Hicks, and Maynard C. 
Kruegar;' 11 Charles Edward Russell, an old-time Socialist, 02 and 
others supported the ticket, some of them identified actively with 
the Educators Committee for Thomas and Maurer. The committee 
called Hoover and Smith “men of personal honor” backed by 
“sterile and corrupt groups.” To them, the Socialist Party had 
shown what they called the desire and capacity to deal with un¬ 
employment and world peace. 03 

An open appeal to “Progressives” to support the ticket was signed 
by 36 persons, only four of whom were Socialists! There was a 

Form letter of the committee, n.d. In file “Socialist Party Campaign Ma¬ 
terial,” Stanford University Library. 
a> New Leader, October 6, 1928. 

Ibid. 

"Ibid., October 20. 1928. 

,u New York Times . August 25, 1928. 
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sociologist, a historian, two educators, five in philosophy or reli¬ 
gion, three economists, two mathematicians, three English teachers, 
and a scientist. 01 While Gilbert E. Roe, chairman in 1924 of the 
Eastern division of the Progressive campaign, was no Socialist, he 
supported Thomas in 1928. 05 Frederick Vanderbilt Field, an heir 
to the family fortune, inaugurated his radical career by turning 
Socialist on the heels of his Harvard graduation. His lengthy rea¬ 
sons made tiresome reading in the New Leader, which busily pub¬ 
lished numerous pleas to progressives and liberals. 00 Other party 
appeals appeared in the New York Times. The editors of the 
World Tomorrow said elections should be based on "genuine is¬ 
sues”; a new party should be built; a negative answer should be 
given to the editorial’s question, "Shall We Vote for Al?” 08 
While Arthur Garfield Hays, the liberal- lawyer author of Let 
Freedom Ring, and supporter of the cause of Tom Mooney, 01 ' was 
eagerly courted, he choose to engage in public debates against 
the idea of deserting Alfred E. Smith. In a debate against Hillquit 
he said: 

However able an administrator, however liberal an individual, 
whatever be the principles he espouses, you Socialists will not 
play with him unless he joins your party. . . . Your socialism 
has become a religion. You have a pattern. Economics must fit 
into that pattern. You have a philosophy. You have a dogma. 
You have a religion. . . . You forget that any system of society 
is a means, not an end . 70 

The Socialist Party candidate did win an articulate supporter in 
Paul H. Douglas, then professor of industrial relations at the Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago and later Democratic Senator from Illinois. In 
an essay, "Why I Am for Norman Thomas,” Douglas told readers 
of the New Republic and New Leader that the Socialist Party had 
dispensed with "economic theology” and was rooted in reali- 

''New Leader, September I, 1928. 

“Ibid., October 27, 1928. 

e# Ibid., June 23. 1928. September 29. 1928. 

07 September 17, 18; October 15. 23, 1928. 

^ World Tomorrow (August, 1928). , 

** See letters in Mooney Papers, Bancroft Library, University of Calif. 

70 Reported in New Leader, November 3, 1928. McAlister Coleman dedicated 
his 1930 biography of Debs to Hays! 
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ties.” 71 The way he saw it, a new party should be built around 
clear-cut names, much as the Labour Party of Great Britain had 
been built. The “brilliant maturity” of the latter was praised. Col¬ 
lective economic measures should be the basis for the new party, 
of which the Socialist Party would be the “evangel.” A party 
should be founded on the solid economic interests of those who 
would benefit from change, he thought; if only the unskilled and 
semiskilled could be unionized, their natural desire for protection 
would probably force the A. F. of L. to support a labor party. By 
contrast with this vista, Douglas called the Republican Party the 
representative of “property” and the Democratic Party “that hodge¬ 
podge of the reactionary South and the boss-ridden Irish Catholic 
machines of the North.” Paul Douglas was to survive this phrase, 
carrying the Democratic label of later years successfully in many 
elections. 7 - Despite such views as those of Douglas, vast numbers 
of reformers in 1928 did not intend to overlook Socialist doctrine 
in any haste to change or to rearrange the American party system, 
build strong unions, or improve civil liberties. 



Appealing to union men, "workers of the mind,” and students, 
there was one group to which the party of Norman Thomas refused 
to appeal in 1928. Socialists liked to say that the Communists 
were too insignificant to require notice, 73 but it is evident that they 
resented the extremities of Communist attacks on them, and they 
replied in kind, using less violence in epithets. Socialists did not 
consider themselves “fascists” or “enemies of the working class.” 
The Socialist campaign manager said wryly, “One might think 
we were the party in power from the way this element concentrates 
its activity against us.” Daily Worker violence of expression was 


71 Ibid., October 27. 1928. 

TJ See Cabell Phillips, “Paul Douglas—‘Instinctive Liberal/” New York Times 
Magazine , June 24, 1951, for a rounded career portrayal. “In answer to your 
question, 1 was not a member of the Socialist Party in 1928, and never was.” 
Senator Douglas to present writer, April 16, 1962. 

** New Leader , May 26, 1928. 

7 * New York Times , October 28, 1928. 
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enough to bring out bitter resentment. 75 The Socialists termed such 
attacks “garbage” and said (hopefully) that Communism was dying 
all over the world. The working class would be better off for its 
death. 7 ” Humorous but keen was this comment: 

The mandarins in Moscow supply the brains and all that the boys 
here are required to do is to wiggle. Of course the gents who do 
the thinking in Moscow for the boys in the United States have a 
right to command [,] as they pay for the American wiggle. 77 

The editor of the New Leader could admire the enthusiasm and 
earnestness of the Communists—nothing more. His party would 
never form cells in unions and try to steal leadership. The Social¬ 
ists would “educate.” He claimed they favored the utmost de¬ 
mocracy within the trade unions and in other institutions of society 
as well. They could not approve of venomous assaults on the 
character and motives of mankind. |S Indeed, as far back as 1924 
the “Declaration of Principles of the Socialist Party had stated, 
“The Socialist Party seeks to attain its end[s] by orderly methods, 
and it depends upon education and organization of the masses. 
Hillquit was to indicate the gap between Socialists and Commu¬ 
nists a few years later when he rebuffed an advocate of closer 
relations with the Soviets in these words: 

1 am not overcritical of the Soviet regime in Russia, but I 
utterly reject the opinion that such a regime is applicable to the 
United States or any other country of western civilization. I must 
confess I cannot see how we can “get into closer relationship" 
with the administration of Stalin, since the Soviet government and 
the Third International consistently repel all attempted social 
democratic approaches. 80 

The gulf separating the leading Marxist parties in the United 
States, the Socialists and the Communists, in 1928, was far more 
than a matter of obscure doctrine. It was one of method. The di- 


"For examples, see Daily Worker. June 1. 1928. on Thomas, and October 1, 

1928, on the party. 

7 ® New Leader, September 8, 1928. 

77 Editorial, “Nuclei vs. Nuclei.” ibid.. May 12, 1928. 

1H Ibid., November 17, 1928. . .. D , . 

w A.B.C. of Socialism: Declaration of Principles oj the Socialist Party, July, 

1924 (Chicago, Socialist Party. 192?). a leaflet. 

Morris Hillquit to W. W. Pussagc. July 25, 1932. Hillquit Papers. 
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vision between Socialists and dedicated craft union labor leaders 
was one of political methods and social goals. The ideological 
chasm between reformers and Socialist Party members was one 
of doctrine—whatever the apparent similarities in immediate criti¬ 
cisms of the status quo. Moreover, the geographical and personal 
divisions within the party itself were all too real. 

Much that the Socialist Party stood for in the 1920s would one 
day be enacted into law after prosperity faded and a new spirit in 
economics came into vogue. But one must not forget that the cen¬ 
tral plea—for government ownership of the means of production 
—was a reality in 1928. The Party’s commendable rejection of 
revolutionary force, violence, and conspiracy as paths to power in 
a democracy cannot obliterate that. To intimate that the Socialists 
really meant the words they devoted to reforms but did not stand 
behind what they so plainly said on government ownership (which 
would then and since have been economic idiocy in America) is to 
do them a disservice. Of their plans to destroy the two-party po¬ 
litical system by building a giant Labor Party more will be said 
subsequently. At this point it need only be observed that the appeal 
to “Workers" and “Progressives" in 1928 was a naive but enthu¬ 
siastic mixture of the realistic and the unrealistic; the idealistic 
and the opportunistic; the enduring—and the ephemeral. 



Chapter 10 


Foster Appeals to 
The “Proletariat” 


THE PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN of the Communist Party can 
be fully comprehended only by those who understand the threat 
it offered the American trade-union movement. To A. F. of L. 
leaders of the day this was obvious. To an undercover agent of 
the United States Department of Labor in the Far West the matter 
was equally plain. Reporting secretly, he wrote, 

The communists here [slate of Washington] that are members of 
the various unions are pretty well known but proving that they 
arc actually members of the party seems to be and is a very 
difficult task. All of them will sidestep a direct question as to 
their membership and in that they differ from the average 
1. W. W„ the latter proud of his membership, hating the A. F. 
of L. and wanting the wide world to know it. Without access to 
the membership rolls it is well-nigh impossible to bring proot of 
membership, without which it seems impossible to suspend or 
expel them from their respective local or international unions. 1 

Five days later from the nation's capitol across the continent the 
high command of the A. F. of L. sent a sharp warning to interna¬ 
tional unions about the Communist menace. 

1 E. A. Marsh, Seattle Division of Conciliation, to Hugh L. Kerwin, Director 
of Conciliation. February 10. 1928. File 20 58013, Group 157. Dept, of Labor 
Files, National Archives. 
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Quoting extensively from the 1927 strictures of the Executive 
Council against Communism, the warning referred anew to “the 
persistency and subtlety with which the adherents of the Commu¬ 
nist Party spread their pernicious propaganda to catch the unwary 
and unthinking. . . Only unceasing, repeated, and reiterated 
warnings and constant vigilance would prevent the growth of 
“such destructive doctrines.” 2 


I 

To one union in particular the Communist danger was an ever¬ 
present fact of life. The Amalgamated Clothing Workers had seen 
Local Number 5 captured by William Z. Foster’s Trade Union 
Educational League in the mid-1920s, a triumph followed by the 
temporary seizure of the union’s New York Joint Board. 3 Vigorous 
countering action had checked the Communists by 1926, so that 
Sidney Hillman was able to admonish his union’s convention: “As 
to political parties, you can have as many as you like; you can 
disagree in the union as much as you want; but we will not allow 
an outside organization to run our affairs.” A year later Hillman 
wrote a similar conciliatory message which became official union 
policy in 1928: 

To those individuals who are carried away by their enthusiasm 
to attempt the impossible, the union must be tolerant; it must 
give them time to rid themselves of their mistaken notions and 
to learn through experience that the labor movement is con¬ 
fronted at all times with real, everyday problems which must be 
made the best of, under prevailing conditions. ... It was only 
when the so-called left wing opposition attempted to corrupt the 
morale of our organizations, sacrifice the interest of the organiza¬ 
tion to their own ends, and break up the unity within the move¬ 
ment that we were forced to call a halt to their activities. 4 

3 A. F. of L. Circular Letter to all Presidents, February 15, 1928, in Circular 
Letter Book 6, A. F. of L. Papers. 

3 Mathew Josephson, Sidney Hillman: Statesman of American Labor (New 
York, 1952), pp. 275-276. 

* General Executive Board Report, in Amalgamated Clothing Workers Pro¬ 
ceedings, 1928, 78-79, quoting a Hillman editorial in Advance, October 28, 1927. 



0 FOSTER APPEALS TO THE “PROLETARIAT" 


209 


Yet such fatherly patience was not characteristic of senior A. F. of 
L. leadership in those years; indeed, the spirit of opposition among 
city central and state federation leaders was more nearly expressed 
in the words of a labor newspaper on the West Coast: 

There is no point on which the trade unionist and the Bolshey 
can agree. One believes in an expanding democracy: the other 
is committed to rulership from above. One believes in making 
every day a better day for wage workers; the other scorns these 
efforts and considers strikers but pawns for this revolution [ary] 
purpose. . . . The man who talks of mutuality of interests be¬ 
tween trade unionists and Communists is either a knave or a 
sentimentalist. . . . The trade union should be held to its purpose. 

It should not be a hatchery for revolution. It should not be a 
haven for wild men who whine for free speech as an excuse to 
bore from within. 5 

On July 14, 1928, Communist Vice-Presidential candidate Ben¬ 
jamin Gitlow announced that henceforth the Communists would 
augment their old boring-from-within tactics with the formation 
of new rival trade unions. ,! Dual unionism, whether Communist or 
not, was a language orthodox trade union men understood full 
well. And it was something to be crushed at all costs. The A. F. of 
L. Executive Council soon reiterated that the unions had no in¬ 
tention of giving up in the battle against Communism. In the New 
Bedford strikes, the Council said pointedly, it was a tragedy that 
the Communists had come in, for they had played into the hands 
of the mill owners by appealing to the passions of the mob—solely 
for their own purposes. The needle trades, mine unions, and rail¬ 
road brotherhoods were also menaced, said the announcement. 

A few days later a Communist candidate told a New Jersey 
party rally that that state was dedicated to the open shop because 
it was a corporation state made up of powerful interests. The solu- 

1 “Communists Can’t ’Fit In.’” Labor Clarion (San Francisco. A. F. of L.) 

February 4, 1927. , , , . 

•New York Times, July 14. 1928. This was in line with the provisions of the 
"Resolution on the Trade Union Question.” February 25. 1928. of the Ninth 
Plenum of the Executive Committee of the International which had ruled. In 
the United States ... the Communist Party must on its own accord recognize 
trade unions in those branches of industry where workers are not organized at 
all or very inadequately organized (the steel, automobile, rubber, boot and textile 
industries, water-transport service, etc.)." International Press Correspondence, 
VIII (Vienna. March 15, 1928), 320. 
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tion? Workers should join the Communist Party. William Green 
quickly announced that any member union of the A. F. of L. would 
have the support of the parent body in a fight against Communism. 
A. F. of L. vice president Matthew Woll boasted that the Federa¬ 
tion’s vigorous countermeasures against the Communists had been 
responsible for their shift in tactics. He predicted that employers 
would inevitably be faced with the necessity of choosing between 
American and revolutionary unions.” 

Meanwhile, some of the Communist leaders had gone to the 
meeting of the Sixth Congress of the Third International in Mos¬ 
cow. N Soon a leading party official bragged, “At the Sixth World 
Congress of the Communist International, the American Commu¬ 
nist Party participated actively in the formulation of policies aiming 
to mobilize more effectively the workers for the destruction of 
imperialism, for the wiping out of capitalism, for the victory of the 
working class, [and] for the establishment of Communism.” 9 The 
American Communist of 1928 cannot be convicted of trying to 
minimize his international connections, activities, and obligations. 
The record shows, moreover, that the party’s leaders were more 
concerned from August to October, 1928, with which of them 
would attain the highest favor with the Soviet leaders of the Third 
International than they were with how well their various election 
efforts might succeed. 10 

Labor Day gave American Federation of Labor leaders a chance 
to repeat their strictures against the Communists. Hugh Frayne, 
the Federation’s general organizer in New York, said that there 
must be no compromise with Communism, “this menace to human 
welfare and progress.” The Federation, he said, stood for loyalty 
to the government and its institutions. Peter J. Brady, president of 
the Federation Bank and Trust Company (A. F. ofL.) and an 
important financial figure in the labor movement, described how his 
bank had proved a means of bringing unions, employers, public 

'New York Times. August 3, 6-7, 20, 1928. 

'Christian Science Monitor. August 9, 1928. 

" Daily Worker. October 1, 1928. 

"I Confess, the memoir of Benjamin Gitlow, shows this quite clearly, while 
Stalin himself stressed the point vehemently. See Stalin's Speeches on the Ameri¬ 
can Communist Party (May 6 and 14, 1929) (New York [?), Central Committee-. 
Communist Party, U.S.A., 1930 [?]). 
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officials, and other groups into pleasant contact. Labor had estab¬ 
lished its right to respect in the business field in more than one way, 
he observed. 11 

It was small wonder that many labor leaders in 1928, deeply 
involved in the capitalist world, vigorously resented the Communist 
challenge to their way of life and to their personal livelihood. 
Loftier motives for opposition were offered, however, in the nation¬ 
ally noticed Labor Day address of William Green in Cleveland: 

The American Federation of Labor is endeavoring to exercise 
a strong moral and economic influence in the political, social, 
and industrial life of the nation. It is a constructive movement. 

It seeks to promote and advance the material, moral, and spirit¬ 
ual welfare of the masses of the people. In formulating its poli¬ 
cies and pursuing a practical course it will oppose employers 
of labor and employing interests which seek to place working 
men and women in a condition of involuntary servitude. 

It will also oppose those destructive elements which appeal to 
the passions and feelings of men and which seek to substitute 
for the policy of the American Federation of Labor their own 
destructive policy, which if adopted would reduce working men 
and women to a condition of demoralization and degradation. 

Our greatest movement is endeavoring to translate the ideals, 
hopes, and aspirations of working men and women into practical 
realities. We ask all friends who believe in us and in our policies 
to give us their loyal and valuable support. 12 

Individual union conventions listened to similar sentiments. 
President William J. Bowen of the Bricklayers, after a lifetime 
spent in union leadership, bade farewell to his union on September 
10. He said that he knew as well as any man of burning injustices 
in the industrial and political order, and felt sick at heart at times 
over the inequalities that existed. But in his lifetime great progress 
had been made. Communism was no savior. "The pitiful and de¬ 
luded band that stands to one side, snapping and snarling under 
the banner of red destruction, is as futile as it is wrong. The 
Bricklayers were committed to democracy, said Bowen, and if 
the Communists in their misguided frenzy stand for any one thing 
above another it is for destruction of that democracy and substitu- 

u New York Times, September 3, 1928. 

"Ibid., September 4, 1928. 
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tion of dictatorship. . .There could be no compromise. 1 ' 1 The 
union’s committee on officers’ reports heartily endorsed these 
forthright sentiments. 14 

Soon the October issue of the American Fecierationist, the offii- 
cial magazine of the A. F. of L., appeared with an editorial by 
President Green castigating Communism. The Reds sought to 
destroy the present order along with trade unionism. Green be¬ 
lieved. Party activities were expensive, but who knew where their 
funds came from? It was “incredible” that they got them merely 
from supporters. The unions would have to keep an eye on these 
“mischievous busy bodies.” ,r * The Communists had invited, and 
they had quickly obtained, vigorous denunciation from the leaders 
of the American trade union movement. 

With its leaders back from their trip to the Moscow meeting of 
the Comintern, 1 ' 1 Communists ranks in America-were even more 
the scene of internal bickering. It began to appear probable that 
there would be important resignations from the movement before 
many months had passed. The grounds for such extreme faction¬ 
alism, couched at the time in the party dialectic, amount to little 
more than a simple struggle for power and prestige in the group. 17 

II 

The Comintern dominated its national “sections” closely in 
1928. One instance of the effectiveness of this control appears in 
the Daily Worker of October 3, 1928, at a time when Presidential 
Election news filled the “capitalist” press. The Communist Party 
organ printed four documents in sequence. The first consisted of 

"Bricklayers' Proceedings, 1928, 8, 10. The speech was reprinted at length in 
the Communist-hating United Mine Workers Journal. XXXIX (October 1, 1928). 

" Bricklayers' Proceedings. 1928. 127. 

’ William Green. "No Compromise With Communism," American Federation- 
ist. XXXV (October. 1928). 1172. 

Highly biased Communist Party accounts of this conference are: A. Rothe- 
stein. "Sixth Congress. 1928. Moscow." Labour Monthly. X (December. 1928). 
728-737; and Jay Lovestone, "The Sixth World Congress of the Communist 
International," Communist. VII (November. 1928). 659-675. 

'• Speeches made by Americans at the World Congress in the summer of 1928 
tell part of the story. Texts in International Press Correspondence, Vol. VIII 
(1928). 



0 FOSTER APPEALS TO THE “PROLETARIAT’’ 


213 


paragraph 49 of the Sixth Comintern Congress’ blueprint for the 
future, “Theses on the International Situation and the Tasks of the 
Communist International.” This paragraph mixed praise for the 
Communist Party of America with aggressive criticism of what was 
called its “right” mistakes. 10 The American comrades had .not 
been vigorous enough against the Socialist Party. They were 
charged with lethargy in pushing work among the Negroes. They 
had organized only a pitifully weak fight against the “predatory 
policy” of the United States in Latin America, continued the Com¬ 
intern, and it sternly laid down the future line on the controversial 
matter of a labor party. Such a party was to be created through 
work in the trade union field and among the unorganized. Finally, 
the Third International called for an end to factionalism in the 
American Communist group. The second document was a supple¬ 
mentary ruling of the Politico-Secretariat of the Comintern support¬ 
ing and clarifying the first. The third document was a very brief 
and mild statement of opposition opinion, something rarely seen in 
Communist literature after a question has been decided. 1 ” 

The final document was a long and abject official response to 
the International by the central executive committee of the Com¬ 
munist Party of America. It conceded in its very first sentence the 
group’s “complete acceptance and full endorsement” of Comintern 
criticisms. “We pledge ourselves," wrote the leaders humbly, “to 
execute these decisions energetically and without the slightest 
reservation.” To make absolutely certain that the officials of the 
Third International got the point, they again proclaimed publicly 
for all readers to see, with election day only a month away, “The 

Since the Communists consider themselves on the "left, they use the words 
“right" and "rightist" as insulting epithets to indicate errors of doctrine. "Cen¬ 
trist" is almost as bad. "Opportunist" and "deviationisf arc other opprobrious 
terms. “Fascist" supplanted these somewhat in the next decade. 

Prepared by James P. Cannon and two other Americans, it contained their 
opinion that the degree of “rightness" which the Comintern had found among 
the ruling faction in the American section was greater than had been charged. 
The three dissidents were saying that the International should have found more 
serious crimes among the American party majority. Before long, after this and 
similar heresies, Cannon had been driven out of the Communist Party and had 
become a rallying point for American Trotskyites. 
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Central Executive Committee will carry out the decisions of the 
Sixth World Congress of the Communist International.” 20 

Of course they would. Only a month earlier, Pravda, the official 
Communist Party newspaper of the Soviet Union, had stated what 
all the comrades throughout the world knew already: “the program 
of the Communist international is obligatory on all its sections.” 21 
Here was a group professing to be an American political party. It 
had been ordered to participate in an American Presidential Elec¬ 
tion by an international body. At the height of the campaign it 
received explicit orders on the nature of party activities and pro¬ 
gram from a body of which it was but a single small “section.” It 
publicly promised to do, moreover, all that it was ordered to do. 22 

Communist Party plans made in the spring had called for the 
division of the country into election districts. In each one a com- 

-““The Comintern Decision on the American Question/’ Daily Worker , Octo¬ 
ber 3, 1928. 

"The Revolutionary Compass/* Pravda , September 9, 1928. The context in 
which this observation appeared is worth quoting here: 

The worldwide nature of our program is not mere talk but an all- 
embracing and blood-soaked reality. It cannot be otherwise. . . . Our 
ultimate aim is world communism, our fighting preparations are for world 
revolution, for the conquest of power on a worldwide scale, and the 
establishment of a world proletarian dictatorship. Therefore, the program 
of the Communist International is obligatory on all its sections [Italics 
added. “Section**: American section, Chinese section, etc.]. 

It is the guide to the fighting of the millions of the oppressors , in the 
fighting of the proletarian masses and the fight of the toilers generally— 
white, yellow', and black. [Italics in the original.) 

In the fights in the Tropics and in the fights in the most distant places 
of our planet; in the fights in factories and on plantations; in the forests 
and in the deserts, on the railways and in the mines—everywhere where 
the class war must take place. . . . Our program openly throw's down the 
deadly challenge to all the bourgeois world. 

The Communists have no reason to hide their aims. Our ultimate aims 
and the means of their achievement, our strategy and our tactics, are 
clearly elucidated in the program. 

Paragraphing that of the original translator. Translation closely verified by the 
writer with the aid of Nicholas John Rokitiansky, then at the Hoover Library. 
See also Investigation of Communist Propaganda . Part 111, IV. 258-259. 

- In this treatment of the foreign domination of the Communist Party of the 
United States in 1928 the immediate senior authority is seen to be the Comintern 

the Communist International. Many writers tend to ignore this stage and state 
simply that Communist “sections** of the 1920s and 1930s were dominated by 
“the government of the U.S.S.R.” by “Soviet leaders/’ or simply by “Moscow.” 
The short cut is understandable and perhaps satisfactory for practical purposes, 
since there can be no doubt of the iron grip which Russian authorities exercised 
over the Comintern. A succinct summary statement by a scholar and close student 
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mittee of Communists was supposed to charter an automobile, a 
“Red Special,” in order to carry on propaganda. 23 It would be hard 
to say how extensively these plans were carried out—if at all. 

The party had candidates for congressional and other offices in 
some states, but in others it had neither candidates nor electors on 
the ballot. In New York the party offered thirty-four electors, only 
eight of them from upstate. In sixteen states the party offered some 
candidates other than electors for the presidential ticket. In Minne¬ 
sota, the party ran Vincent R. Dunne for the Senate, offered J. O. 
Bentall for governor, and had congressional candidates in the 
Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Eighth districts. 24 

Like the major parties, the Communist Party opened its New 
York State campaign in late September. It held a rally on Septem¬ 
ber 28 in New York City at which the speakers were Robert Minor, 
candidate for the United States Senate; Bertram D. Wolfe, candi¬ 
date for Congress in the Tenth Congressional District; and Richard 
B. Moore, Negro organizer of the American Negro Labor Con¬ 
gress, a Communist-front organization. The New York State ticket 
had been nominated at a state convention in June. 

Meanwhile, the party was experiencing trouble in getting on the 
ballot in the state of Washington and elsewhere. 25 Benjamin Gitlow 
made much of this alleged travesty of democracy in a speech he 


of the subject is that of Harold Fisher: "And the Comintern was dependent on 
and subject to the Soviet Communist Party.” The Communist Revolution: An 
Outline oj Strategy and Tactics (Stanford University Press, 1955), p. 20. On the 
supremacy of the Soviet Communist Party within the Soviet state there can be 
—then and since—no debate. 

a Daily Worker, May 29, 1928. The train Socialist candidate Debs used in 
campaigning for President in 1908 had been called the "Red Special,*’ it will be 
recalled. 

34 Typed document entitled "Communist Party Candidates—November 6, 1928," 
compiled by Charles Kettlcborough, Director, Indiana Legislative Bureau, for 
Harry B. Dynes, Conciliator of Labor, File 20/580, Group 174, Department of 
Labor Papers, National Archives. 

® For facts gathered from contemporary Communist publications and reprinted, 
sec the Open Forum . Vol. V (October 20, 1928), publication of the Southern 
California Branch of the American Civil Liberties Union. Roger Baldwin and 
others saw the issue as an infringement of free speech ( ibid ., December 1, 1928 
and June 9, 1928). 
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gave in Tacoma.- 0 Such electoral troubles have been common 
obstacles to third-party efforts in America, and the resentment of 
the Communists was similar in kind to that felt four years earlier 
by the Progressives. The third party that would operate nationally 
faces political hazards in the American federal system itself, re¬ 
gardless of what its program may be, but a base of support among 
the electorate is helpful. The Communists lacked this. 

The Communist candidate for governor of New Jersey was the 
lecturer, writer, and economist, Scott Nearing. Something of the 
party’s attitude toward the election is revealed by the fact that he 
spent the first two weeks of October campaigning—not in New 
Jersey, but in Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and eastern Ohio. He 
spoke at least once a day.- 7 Apparently the party felt that the 
immediate objectives of the campaign were conquest of the A. F. 
of L., increased class consciousness, and augmented party member¬ 
ship; therefore its candidates did not need to appeal to their own 
particular electorates. 

The A. F. of L. was not ignorant of this Communist campaigning 
technique. When a subordinate labor official sent a Communist 
handbill to the Washington headquarters with a request for guid¬ 
ance on the Communist Party, Federation officials wrote: 

Its leaders declare they do not expect to elect any candidates 
but it gives them an opportunity to spread their propaganda in 
favor of a revolutionary movement to overturn the government 
of the United States and establish a soviet government on the 
ruins. The circular . . . will not have any influence on loyal 
Americans.- s 

■"Daily Worker . October 2, 1928. (A party, after all, needs some support to 
be eligible to yet on a statewide ballot.) Gitlow had been released from prison 
in 1925 when pardoned by Governor Alfred E. Smith. The Detroit Free Press 
intimated in 192S. when Gitlow was speaking harsh words about Smith in that 
city, that gratitude must be dead. To this the Daily Worker replied editorially 
that the pardon had undoubtedly come because the "capitalists” felt that granting 
it would further the interests of the capitalist state. Fortunately, it said, the Com¬ 
munist leadership was composed of seasoned class fighters who did not let their 
personal actions be influenced by any considerations of "personal comfort, safety 
and freedom from prison." The party accepted favors "only from the working 
class, and expresses ‘gratitude to no capitalist hangman |i.e\. Smith] of the working 
class'." Ibid., November 9, 1928. 
w Ibid., October 2. 1928. 

William Green to an A. F. of L. Organizer, Sioux City, Iowa, September 25, 
1928. The rough draft was prepared by W. C. Roberts, Fiie Misc. 1928, A. F. of 
L. Papers. 
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III 

Communist candidates kept on the move in 1928, and some 
went into the South to see what could be done about the Negro. 
It had been asserted early in the year that party workers would 
fight lynching in the heart of Dixie. Much was published in the 
party press about the problems of the Negro in America. There 
is no reason to believe, however, that they made any progress 
among the Negroes either in the cities or on the farms of the 
South. 20 

Plans for the campaign were, on paper, most impressive. On the 
same day that the Central Executive Committee promised to mend 
its way to meet the criticisms of the International, it also wrote a 
full page open letter in the Daily Worker addressed to district, city, 
and section committees. The grandiose plans announced by the 
Committee were, it is almost certain, the result of the accusations 
of lethargy and deviationism made against it by the International. 

There was to be a house-to-house canvass throughout the United 
States, the Committee announced, but it was admitted in an ob¬ 
scure paragraph that this would have to be done within the limits 
of the party’s small membership. Millions of leaflets and pamphlets 
would be distributed. A million copies of a special edition of the 
Daily Worker were to be given free distribution. The four Sundays 
until election day were to be designated “Red Election Sundays,” 
and reserved for intensified work. “It is obligatory that every Party 
member shall consider it a matter of Party discipline to participate 
in these Red Election Sundays.” Before mobilizing the workers, the 
Committee admitted wryly, it would be necessary “to mobilize 

““GiUow wrote later that his group made very little headway among them. I 
Confess, p. 482. Robert W. Dunn charged in a speech before the Sixth World 
Congress in Moscow on July 24. 1928, that the Americans had been "very badly 
lacking.” No serious work had been done among the Negroes for two-and-a-half 
years, he said. The speech was aimed at a rival faction in the party. International 
Press Correspondence, VIII (Vienna. August 3, 1928), 781. The f ish Committee 
in 1930 could uncover little evidence of progress by the Communists among the 
Negroes. See Investigation of Communist Propaganda, passim, especially the 
hearings in Atlanta, Georgia. Two detailed books on this subject have been 
examined in a brief article by the present writer, "Historical Scholarship, Com¬ 
munism, and the Negro,” Journal of Negro History, XXXVII (July, 1952). 
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first the Communists themselves.” Far greater effort would have to 
be exerted if real success were to be achieved. 30 

That leading candidates of the party kept busy during the cam¬ 
paign is quite evident; that they said they found much enthusiasm 
in party ranks and among their audiences is not surprising. Foster 
commented toward the end: 

The workers I have spoken to throughout the country have 
listened eagerly to the message of class struggle our Party has 
brought to them. Our meetings have in the main been splendidly 
attended, and our election campaign literature has reached larger 
numbers of workers who never before came in contact with 
Communist propaganda. 31 

Space does not permit much discussion of the election activities 
of the Young Communist League or its junior partner, the Young 
Pioneers of America—both adjuncts of the Communist Party. 
Nearly a thousand youngsters, supposedly under 14 years of age, 
attended a meeting of the Young Pioneers on October 28, 1928 
in New York City. As the gathering opened, the children raised 
their right hands and recited the pledge of allegiance of the Young 
Pioneers: “I pledge allegiance to the workers’ red flag and to the 
cause for which it stands; one aim throughout our lives—freedom 
for the working class.” Speeches and songs followed. Among the 
slogans displayed were the group’s usual twin sentiments: “Fight 
the Boy Scouts” and “Fight Anti-Labor Propaganda in the 
Schools.” The sixteen-year-old chairman of the meeting delivered 
an address attacking American school teachers as “tools of the 
bosses” who worked in schools controlled by the bosses. The meet¬ 
ing seems to have been, by Communist standards, a fine success. 82 
The Boy Scouts of the day, according to the Young Pioneer of 
April, 1929, were nothing but “a tool in the hands of the bosses 
to prepare good willing slaves for the bosses’ wars.” 33 

30 Daily Worker, October 3, 1928. 

S1 Ibid., November 2, 1928. 

33 New York Times, October 29, 1928. For other activities of the Young Pio¬ 
neers, copies of their publications, etc., see Investigation of Communist Propa¬ 
ganda, Part III, Vol. V, 15 and passim. 

“The fact that the Boy Scouts used much World War 1 surplus clothing and 
camping equipment in the 1920s and were probably led, by and large, by veterans 
of the war, may have been related in some way to these vicious attacks. 
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One of the Posters in the Election Campaign of the Workers (Communist) 
Party of America in 1928. From The Communist (Oct., 1928). 
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IV 

The Communist election effort of 1928 was brought to a close 
with a rally at Madison Square Garden. Absent were the American 
flags and the thousands of yards of red, white, and blue bunting 
normally present there near Election Day. Instead, red flags and 
placards congratulated Soviet Russia and predicted the creation of 
similar revolutionary governments elsewhere. 34 About a thousand 
Young Pioneers wearing red scarves were among the 12,000 pres¬ 
ent. 35 Cheers greeted the appearance of Foster and Gitlow but 
ceased as Foster raised his hand for silence. The crowd rose and 
sang “The Internationale.” 

Foster then delivered a speech attacking the major parties as 
enemies of Communism, and the Socialist Party as the arch-be¬ 
trayer of labor. Another world war was imminent, he predicted. In 
every country the Communists would use the war to bring on revo¬ 
lutions and establish Soviet governments in accordance with the 
strategy of Lenin. 30 As for court injunctions, the workers should 
simply disobey them. Some day a “jury of class conscious workers” 
would make the capitalist who were guilty of the executions of 
Sacco and Vanzetti pay for this judicial crime! Candidates Benja¬ 
min Gitlow’s speech chiefly interested an outsider in the audience 
because of its request for 1000 “Red Guards” to watch the polling 
places on Election Day. Ten floats depicting the class struggle were 
carried around the auditorium. 37 The Communist Party was ready 
to hear the will of the “capitalist” American electorate. 

Even before the votes had been cast, the executive secretary of 
the party, Jay Lovestone, stated in the Daily Worker that because 
of the campaign of 1928 great party gains had been made. He fore- 

“ New York Times. November 5, 1928. 

' The Daily Worker ridiculed this figure and claimed twice as many. It pub¬ 
lished a front-pace photograph which purported to be of a capacity audience in 
Madison Square Garden standing and cheering the Communist candidates. Foster 
and Gitlow stand dominating the foreground. They are out of perspective, and 
many of the rows of alleged chccrers stand with their backs to the candidates. 
The photograph is clearly faked—the result of superimposing cutouts of the can¬ 
didates over a typical convention crowd picture and then rephotographing the 
result. Daily Worker, November 6, 1928. 

“The prediction has a morbid fascination in perspective. 

* New York Times, November 5, 1928. 
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stalled possible disappointment in the ranks by saying, “None of 
«ur Communist candidates will be elected today—we did not 
expect any such results.” 38 Regardless of the extent of the party 
vote. Communist leaders were obviously preparing to proclaim a 
glorious victory. 

Such a “victory” was soon arranged. The party press chose to 
ignore or to distort the true meaning of the 36,408,162 votes cast 
for Hoover and Smith and the 350,000 votes cast for other non- 
Communist candidates. It was actually unaware of the exact 
amount of its own insignificant 43,917 total. 30 Communist leaders 
deplored the fact that more people had voted than in any previous 
American election. As one put it, “This means greater illusions, 
r.nd more widespread belief in fake democracy.” 40 

In its analysis of the vote, the Communist Party was at some 
pains to compare its totals with those of the Socialist and the 
Socialist Labor parties rather than with those of the Democratic 
and Republican parties. The faithful were even advised not to be 
unduly concerned over the millions of non-Communist votes, the 
Daily Worker suggesting, “large as the vote for capitalist reaction 
is in this election, there is on record a larger vote—against capital¬ 
ism.” It referred, astonishingly, to the “vote” of the adults among 
the 160 millions of the U.S.S.R. 41 

To ensure its superiority, vote totals were given only for such 
areas as had shown some partiality to the Communist cause. Thus 
the New York City vote was publicized with special emphasis on 
results from certain precincts in the Bronx. Such widely dispersed 
areas as Powhatan, Ohio; Luzerne County and Ambridge, Pennsyl¬ 
vania; Perth Amboy, New Jersey; Chelsea, Massachusetts; Denver, 
Colorado; and Alameda County, California, were given prominent 
attention in the Daily Worker.* 2 Local leaders were urged to tele¬ 
graph the party’s totals to New York headquarters, prepaid, as 
soon as the figures should become known. In the 112th precinct of 

*" Daily Worker, November 6, 1928. 

w Sec footnotes 42 and 47, below. 

40 Jay Lovcstonc, “The 1928 Elections," Communists. VII (December, 1928), 
743. 

41 Daily Worker , November 9, 1928. Here was a concept of “the electorate" 
for political scientists to conjure with. 

41 Daily Worker, November 8, 9, 13, 1928. 
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the Sixth Assembly District in the Bronx (“two blocks just east of 
Bronx Park from Mace to Arnow [sic] streets”) the vote was: 43 

President Governor 

Communist Foster 386 .Dunn .385 

Democratic Smith 55 .Roosevelt ... 70 

Republican Hoover 6 .Ottinger _ 14 

Socialist.Thomas 14 .Waldman ... 10 

Socialist Labor . Reynolds 1 .Corrigan ... 2 

The failure of the Socialist Party to match its Debs vote of 1920 
was cause for special rejoicing in Communist circles, even though 
the final totals for New York State showed the Socialists with 
107,332 to 10,876 for the Communists. The Socialist Labor Party 
total in the state had been outdistanced—something the Com¬ 
munists had not been able to do in 1924. 44 The Communists had 
appeared on the ballot in twice as many states as in 1924 and 
received nearly 44,000 votes in all. 43 This was nearly five time its 
probable dues-paying membership. 40 

The actual vote polled by the Communist Party was not revealed 
at the time to party leaders, their opponents, or the public, since 
in its apparent insignificance it was not “news.” Neither secretaries 
of state, local election clerks, nor the press bothered to total it in 
many states until weeks after the election. The party had appeared 
on state ballots under a variety of names, Workers (Communist) 


4-1 New York limes. November 27, 1928. 
44 The New York State vote: 

Communist Party 
Socialist Labor Party 


In 1924 
8,244 
9.928 


In 1928 
10,876 
. 4,211 


P d ,^ l £ Cn r Robins ° n - The Presidential Vote. 1896-1932 (Stanford: University 

nrTnitt 4? ' first ,ssucd 1934 P- 39 °- These definitive figures are from the official 
printed manuscript returns of the states and often do not agree with early press 

orjatcr almanac totals. They supplant all other compilations. 

"Professor Robinson's official total is 29 states; the American Labor Year Book. 

' W ayS 2: [ hc Conimun,s,s claimed to have been on the ballot in 33 
states. See the astonishing J. Louis Engdahl. ‘The Capitulation of the Petty- 
Bourg eo,se in the American (U.S.A.) Election Campaign." International Press 
Correspondence. VIII (Vienna, November 2, 1928), 1431. 

19->7 LO ,7o^ H a d rcp0r,ed ll } e p = id u P membership of the party as of September, 
19.7 as 9,642. American Labor Year Book. 1929, p. 154. The usual figure used 

by the party spokesmen at the Sixth World Congress was 15 000 
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Party being the usual designation. 47 It polled more votes, in gen¬ 
eral, in the more populous states, 48 although on a percentage of 
the total vote basis states like New York dropped toward the 
bottom of the list. In some states its vote was slightly higher than in 
1924; 40 in others the party lost ground. 50 Its best percentage of the 
vote came in Florida, nearly 1.5 per cent; its poorest, where it was 
on the ballot, was in Connecticut, .013 per cent. 51 


V 

In commenting on the meaning of votes cast for the Communist 
Party in American elections, William Z. Foster has explained that 
persons voting with the party in excess of its membership are to be 
construed only as ‘‘sympathetic enough” to vote for it. Asked if 
these sympathetic voters actually believed in the party’s principles 
and aims, Foster pointed out that the party raised many collateral 
questions in an election campaign which might attract votes at the 
polls. 52 Persons who merely voted for Communist candidates, in 
other words, could by no means be considered party members. 

With the results announced, political news connected with the 
election disappeared rapidly from most of the “capitalist” press of 
the nation. Yet readers of the Daily Worker noticed little change 
in their favorite proletarian journal. In its pages the capitalist world 
was still the great villain. Hoover’s projected goodwill trip to South 


47 The party used the name Workers Party in 1924, Communist Party in 1932. 
The year 1928 was a transitional year, the word "Workers" disappearing from 
the title early in the campaign. The party did not appear on the ballot under 
any name in Alabama, Idaho, Louisiana, Maine, Mississippi, Nebraska. Nevada, 
North Carolina, Oklahoma. South Carolina, Vermont, and Wyoming. The name 
Independent Party was used in Arkansas, Kansas, and Oregon; Independent 
Workers Party in Wisconsin. In Pennsylvania. Foster and Gitlow ran on two 
tickets, the extra one being called the Labor Party. Excluding all of these except 
Wisconsin, which did include the word "Workers,*’ the party polled 43,917 votes 
in 33 states. 

"New York. 10,876; Minnesota, 4,853; Florida, 3.704; Illinois. 3,581; Michi¬ 
gan, 2,881; Ohio, 2,836; Massachusetts. 2,461; Pennsylvania, 2,039; Washington. 
1,541; Wisconsin, 1,528; and New Jersey. 1,240. 

"New York, Minnesota, Illinois, for example. 

8-5 Massachusetts. Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, New Jersey. 

n All computations have been made from data in Robinson, op. cit. 

62 Testimony before the Fish Committee in 1930, Investigation of Communist 
Propaganda, Part I, Vol. IV, p. 386. 
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America was featured as conclusive evidence of capitalist imperial¬ 
ism in action. Communist news columns were still carrying stories 
designed to create the illusion that capitalism, the “great op¬ 
pressor,” was soon to fall of its own misdeeds. The elaborate 
money-raising activities of the party continued in the usual vein, 
although it was no longer possible after election day to ask contri¬ 
butions for the “Election Drive Anti-Terror Emergency Fund.” 

If the election campaign had not been a total success from a 
party standpoint, Communist literature of the day does not reflect 
the fact. Lovestone assured the comrades of the world movement, 
“Never before did there appear in an election campaign in the 
United States a party so openly revolutionary, so thoroughly com¬ 
munist.” 53 To all outward appearances, the Communists were 
content with the results of the election of 1928. They were prepared 
to keep working toward their ultimate goals. 

The leaders of the American Federation of Labor were aware of 
this continuity of purpose among their sworn opponents. In his 
speech to the annual convention of the Federation in New Orleans 
on November 19, William Green took exception to a charge heard 
at a recent meeting of manufacturers that the A. F. of L. was “a 
menace to American institutions." He struck back at the industrial¬ 
ists. Only a short time before, he said, the Communists had hung 
in effigy—not the manufacturers—but the leaders of the A. F. 
of L. as their great enemies. “Oh, my friends,” exclaimed Green, 
“we have the two extremes attacking us—the manufacturers and 
the Communists. We must be pretty respectable to invite antagon¬ 
ism from these two extremes.” Lest his hearers might think him 
complacent in his respectability, the president of the largest labor 
organization in America promised that the A. F. of L. "would never 
permit a human scrap heap to be created in America.” •* 4 The labor 
movement would press on in its own time to get what benefits it 
could from the capitalist system. When later in the convention the 
degree of radicalism existing at Brookwood Labor College became 
a matter of sharp floor debate, the delegates acted to sever the 

“Lovestone, "The 1928 Elections," p. 750. 

“New York Times. November 20, 1928. Great enthusiasm greeted these words. 
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relations of the Federation with the school 35 (although the Daily 
Worker ridiculed the idea of Communist influence there 3C ). 

On December 22, President Green and Vice-President Woll 
praised the United Hebrew Trades organization on its 40th anni¬ 
versary for its long and successful fight against the “fanatical” 
Communists. The American Federation of Labor would not relax 
its anti-Communist vigil simply because the campaign of 1928 was 
over. The labor leaders knew that their Communist enemies would 
carry on their unremitting program against them. 

Communist post-mortems were optimistic in tone. Jay Lovestone 
wrote that the size of the Communist vote in the elections “appar¬ 
ently” did not reflect the real influence of the party. “Sharpening 
class struggles are in sight. Increasing opportunities for develop¬ 
ment of our Communist Party into a mass Bolshevik party are at 
hand,” he judged. 37 

J. Louis Engdahl, an important Communist official, unabashedly 
called his comrades “the victors in the American elections” in an 
article written for the party leaders in other lands. He gave seven 
tortuous reasons why. Perhaps the most meaningful was the success 
the party had allegedly experienced in carrying its “parliamentary 
campaign to the workers in “the shops and factories, mills, and 
mines." Nothing was said of the electorate, of mere voters. The 
everyday struggles of the workers had been linked up, he said, 
with the parliamentary campaign. It had been possible to give the 
imperialist war danger against the Soviet Union much publicity. 
The Socialist and Farmer-Labor parties had been attacked front- 
ally, he thought, as “third parties of capitalism.” The Communist 


lbul.. November 29. 1928. The dispute can be followed in the A. F. of L. 
Proceedings, and in the Socialist newspaper, the New Leader. For a list of in¬ 
dividuals and journals opposing the A. F. of L. stand, see box “1926. 1927. 1928," 
Socialist Party Papers, Duke University. 

' A short list of books used at Brookwood then included Communist Scott 
Nearing s Where is Civilization doing?, which was “heartily recommended'* and 
Anthony Bimba’s History of the American Working Class , called “the most com¬ 
prehensive book for popular reading” at a time when the worthwhile non-Com- 
mumst Mary Beard and Selig Perlman surveys were available. “Books Used in 
Courses at Brookwood Labor College . . . . March 13, 1928 “ Socialist Party 
Papers, Duke University. Socialist A. M. Simons’ book Social Forces in American 
History, it predicted, would “open the eyes of those who have been brought up 
on bunk about our past.” 


67 Lovestone. “The 1928 Elections," pp. 751. 755. 
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Party was better prepared than ever, claimed Engdahl, to take 
advantage of the contradictions within the capitalist system that 
were leading it to inevitable “defeat and decay.” 58 This leading 
spokesman of the American section of the Third International 
predicted confidently, a week after the election, “From this victory 
the Communist Party marches forward to great and even greater 
triumphs.” 59 The fight of the Communists against the capitalist 
world, in election years and between them, would continue. 


VI 

That the alternative to the American party system which the 
Communists offered in 1928 was rejected by union leaders and by 
the American people, with the exception of a tiny minority, is not 
surprising. The Communists indicated that only struggle, conflict, 
or revolution—seldom defined—would bring them to power. Their 
openly expressed attitude toward democratic institutions—courts, 
legislatures, existing laws, and electoral processes—was intensely 
antagonistic. 

During the campaign, unquestionably, the nation’s Communists 
were operating as part of the Third International. They obeyed its 
orders and accepted its slurs. The purposes of the Communist Party 
in the American presidential campaign of 1928, in their own words, 
were to mobilize the working class, to develop increased class 
consciousness, to abolish capitalism, to build the party, and to 
bring about the “overthrow” of the “present form” of society. Both 
candidates and party literature stressed defiantly that the workers 
could never obtain their own emancipation through use of the 
ballot. Close examination of the party platform shows that demands 
of the party which look superficially like reformism were nothing 
of the kind; they were designed to further the ultimate ends. Re¬ 
formism and reformers were held beneath contempt. 

However a “political party” may be defined, one assumption 
normally made in a republic is that a party exists to seek the power 
to govern by having its candidates elected to public office. The 

“J. Louis Engdahl. "The Victors in the American Elections," p. 1500. Italics 
added. 
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electoral process in a true democratic republic is not a “sham” or 
an irrelevant game one plays as a temporary means to destructive 
ends. While the Communists indicated that their candidates would 
accept office if they should happen to win, they had no intention 
of permitting office-holders to waste their time in mere administra¬ 
tion of governmental offices. 

The Communists planned to create a one-party state once they 
were securely in power. “Bourgeois elections” (i.e., a choice from 
alternatives at the polls) would not be needed. For the 1928 cam¬ 
paign period this organized conspiracy found the election machin¬ 
ery created by constitutions and laws a useful tool for publicity 
purposes and the achievement of divisionary results. In the light 
of the plain facts of the matter, openly declared and scarcely sub¬ 
ject to dispute, one need not feel the slightest hesitancy in conclud¬ 
ing that the American section of the Communist International was 
not a political party. It did not operate within the framework of the 
American political system, and it was not in the tradition of self- 
government laboriously (and painfully) built through centuries of 
Western civilization. 



Chapter 11 


The Pattern of Labor’s 
Party Allegiance 


WHILE CONTEMPORARIES knew full well that the American 
Federation of Labor, as a national body, did not endorse a presi¬ 
dential candidate or political party in the election of 1928, it can 
now be shown (by assembling bits and scraps of data) 1 that 
meaningful choosing of sides at lower levels did take place. Of 
course, the Executive Council of the A. F. of L. did not choose 
between Alfred E. Smith or Herbert C. Hoover, and it officially 
ignored the candidacies of Norman Thomas and William Z. Foster. 
But the formal “nonpartisan” attitude adopted after much debate 
by the Council and lived up to by President William Green by no 
means meant that many individual labor leaders, local unions, city 
centrals, some state federations, and a few international unions 
would refrain from outright partisanship. Cumulatively, their ex¬ 
pressions of support arc sufficient to provide a conclusion seldom 
given in general accounts of the election: substantial elements in 
the American trade union movement supported in 1928 the candi¬ 
date of one party—the Democratic Party—well before the New 
Deal and its Wagner Act, the rise of the C. I. O., and the birth of 

• To discover how the complex hierarchy of American organized labor divided 
in a past election campaign proved no simple matter. The degree of effort re¬ 
quired to succeed in this for the 1928 campaign proved a distinct surprise, and 
may indicate why similar analyses for other campaigns have been long delayed. 
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personalized labor partisanship for President Franklin D. Roose¬ 
velt. That some bodies and leaders preserved neutrality in the 
emotionalized election of 1928 is nevertheless of interest in itself. 
The result indicates clearly that the “nonpartisan” attitude of the 
Gompers and early Green years certainly did not imply “non¬ 
political.” One must make such detailed investigations of the extent 
of union partisanship in Presidential, congressional, and state elec¬ 
tion campaigns if perspective on labor politics is to be clarified. 
Generalizations on the political attitude of trade unions in an elec¬ 
tion year in the United States must not rest solely on the mere 
presence or absence of a national Executive Council or convention 
endorsement of a candidate or party in the Presidential race. The 
truth of these observations will, it is hoped,, become evident as the 
facts are revealed. 


I 

The American Federation of Labor and the Railroad Brother¬ 
hood leaders of the 1920s were far from indifferent to the passing 
political scene. But action was not easy. In spite of the network 
of telephone and telegraph lines connecting the states and cities, 
however, they could not yet centralize national political policy¬ 
making and activities in Washington, D. C. The road from political 
decision to blanket distribution of that decision to the rank and 
file was then a long one. While many union officials were very 
anxious to support “friends" and defeat "enemies,” as Gompers 
had urged, they lacked the knowledge, the money, and the machin¬ 
ery to be effective. They were babes in the political woods. 

The year 1928 was in a real sense a year of experiment, educa¬ 
tion, and transition in pressure tactics. The independent party 
experiment of 1924, with its Conference for Progressive Political 
Action and support for Robert M. LaFollette, was dead and gone. 
In an editorial in the American Federationist in 1928, President 
William Green of the A. F. of L., then three years in office, ex¬ 
plained why no endorsements would be made at the top level in 
the Presidential election. “Our nonpartisan policy enables our 
economic movement to avoid the danger of splitting into groups 
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over partisan political issues,” he wrote, stressing that it would be 
unwise and impossible for American labor to try to act as a politi¬ 
cal unit. He was at pains to point out that wage earners belong to 
many different churches. The Federation, he wrote, would avoid 
declarations on matters which were personal in nature. 

One gathers on reading Green’s reasoning that the differences 
between the candidates in 1928 had not proven sufficient to show 
that one was an “enemy” and the other a “friend.” Nevertheless, 
the Federation headquarters would try to make information avail¬ 
able about candidates and issues so that labor’s rank and file might 
make up their own minds.- Outsiders, quaintly enough, would not 
be furnished data on “record votes” of congressional candidates! 
“We never give out a list of our friends for publication as we have 
found that certain interests would become active in their districts 
in an effort to defeat them,” he wrote. 3 

In an address on Labor Day President Green (himself a former 
Democratic senator in the Ohio Legislature—1910-1913) shared 
the speakers platform with the Republican candidate for governor 
of Ohio. 3 The A. F. of L. leader stressed the benefits of a high 
wage economy, urged the five-day week as a weapon against 
unemployment, and lashed out against company unions and the 
misuse of the injunction. Labor should vote for its political and 
economic interests. Since the Federation was an economic organi¬ 
zation composed of men and women of differing political opinions, 
the Council had thought it unwise to follow a partisan political 
policy in “this campaign.” Yet information would be disseminated 
so that labor’s friends might be supported and its enemies opposed. 
After all, “Labor possesses a potential power in the political and 
economic fields. If this power can be made active and can be cen¬ 
tralized, I am sure that the balance of power upon such decisions 
as may be made can be exercised by labor.” * 

In other speeches made in the early autumn, chiefly before con¬ 
ventions of international unions, Green dwelt on similar themes. He 

1 “Labor's Non-Partisan Political Policy,” American Federationist, XXXV 

(September, 1928), 1042-1043. 

* William Green to Paul D. Hasbrouck, October 25, 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
Federation Headquarters. 

'New York Times, September 4, 1928. 
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claimed that both major parties had promised to relieve labor on 
the injunction and said the A. F. of L. would hold them to their 
promises. This confident posture was assumed for political effect, 
for the Republican Party platform and its candidate had made no 
such precise public promise. Green told one union that the non¬ 
partisan decision at Atlantic City had been taken “in order to main¬ 
tain tranquility and internal peace.” 5 (These vital words were 
spoken at the high tide of national disputation on the prohibition 
and religion issues, it may be noted.) 

Just before election day Green praised a Hoover statement on 
immigration. Some jumped to the conclusion that his views had 
changed—in the direction of Hoover. Telegrams of inquiry came 
to A. F. of L. headquarters from several union leaders. Plainly 
irritated, Green telegraphed: 

By no stretch of the imagination could any statement I have 
made be construed as an endorsement of any candidate for presi¬ 
dent or political party. I have strictly adhered to the nonpartisan 
political policy adopted by the Executive Council PERIOD. 
The Statement which you explain as appearing in the press [on 
endorsement of Hoover] is a misrepresentation of my position. 0 

Frank Morrison, Secretary of the A. F. of L., claimed in his 
Labor Day speech that labor had planted the seed of nonpartisan¬ 
ship in America and was watching it grow. “Today,” he boasted, 
"party spirit has disappeared as far as the great mass of workers is 
concerned.” This was, to say the least, something of an exaggera¬ 
tion, as will now appear. 

The American Federation of Labor headquarters tried with 
severely limited financial resources to bring influence to bear on 
Senatorial and Congressional races in 1928. Little active coopera¬ 
tion was received from subordinate units. Although the nation was 
linked from coast to coast by telephone, telegraph, and airmail, 
neither time nor distance were conquered by the men at the Wash¬ 
ington headquarters who used letters where moderns would use the 
telephone. Limited information on candidates running against in¬ 
cumbents proved a severe handicap, and inability to define a 

6 Address to Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employees in their Journal, 
XXXVII (October, 1928). 18. 

Green to Neal J. Ferry, Hazelton, Pa., November 1, 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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“friend” hurt severely. In the recent off-year elections, state federa¬ 
tions and city centrals had complained that A. F. of L. Washington 
headquarters was not providing enough “record votes.” In the 
spring of the Presidential year this problem continued. Without 
record votes on the injunction or similar legislation, how could one 
tell whom to support? “No record votes have been made during 
this term of Congress,” wrote President William Green in April, 
“on questions of interest to labor. We are in hopes that the convict 
labor bill will come up for passage.” 7 

Yet mimeographed endorsement letters would be prepared. 
These urged support of favorites in the primaries and general elec¬ 
tions. 8 At least forty special letters were sent out to locals, state 
federations, and international unions in response to requests for 
political guidance. None of these headquarters letters took a stand 
on the controversial Presidential race. After the major party con¬ 
ventions in Kansas City and Houston, 50,000 copies of a pamphlet 
were mailed. Between 200 to 500 copies went to each of the larger 
city centrals, 10 copies went to other city bodies, and each of 
35,000 local unions in the United States at the time received a 
single copy. 0 Political slogans were urged on the rank and file: 

(1) No loyal citizen of the United States should vote for a 
candidate who will not support legislation prohibiting the abuse 
of the use of injunctions in labor disputes. (2) No child-loving 
citizen will vote for a candidate for a state legislature who is not 
in favor of protecting the nation’s children from industrial ex¬ 
ploitation. (3) No wage earner should vote for a candidate who 
has opposed remedial legislation urged by labor. (4) No loyal 
citizen of our country will vote for other than those candidates 
who have proved that the interests of all the people arc above 
the selfish demands of the few. 

Simpler wording would appear in labor pronouncements of later 
years! Local labor groups were urged to prepare records of local 
candidates for office and to have them read at each regular meeting. 
How much attention was paid to this advice would be hard to say. 

7 Green to President, Illinois State Federation, April 12. 1928. A. F. of L. 
Papers. 

• Copies in A. F. of L. Papers. 

•Report of the Executive Council. A. F. of L. Proceedings. 1928. 76. 
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A. F. of L. headquarters had a particularly difficult time exerting 
effective pressure in Congressional races. By September 17 labor 
officials in Washington were desperate, and President Green sent 
telegrams to state federations asking them whom they were oppos¬ 
ing for Congress! The California Federation replied on the 24th, 
but many state leaders took even longer than this. 10 City centrals 
were then asked how they handled political problems. Some, like 
the San Francisco Labor Council, replied promptly, receiving let¬ 
ters of appreciation from President Green. The Los Angeles Cen¬ 
tral Labor Council said it was carrying front-page articles in its 
paper on how to get registered; it used a 25,000 name mailing list 
to circulate sample ballots and recommendations on the eve of 
election day, and tried to bring its message to civic organizations. 

Correspondence that passed between Morrison and Secretary 
Arthur Huggins of the 4,000-member Paper Makers shows how 
logistics problems blocked labor's political pressure tactics. Hug¬ 
gins wrote from New York, September 12, asking for labor records 
of Senatorial and Congressional candidates in nine states. He 
hoped to print a summary in the October issue of his union’s jour¬ 
nal. Morrison sent all the names he had: Illinois and Minnesota. 
“The difficulty,” wrote Morrison, “has been in obtaining the names 
of the nominees who were successful in the various primaries.” 
Anyway, the 143 voting records requested would fill 100 pages of 
the Paper Makers Journal. Did he want so many? (Tabular presen¬ 
tation must not have occurred to the 69-year-old Morrison.) When 
Huggins replied on the 25th that he planned a condensation, 
Morrison sent on October 4 the records he sought for seven states. 
It was too late for the Huggins deadline. But he would try to 
circularize his locals in some other way, he said. 

While this laborious by-play was going on, the A. F. of L. was 
trying to reach some basis for agreement with the Railroad Broth¬ 
erhoods on what votes to use for “record votes.” In 1926 the Fed¬ 
eration had agreed with the Brotherhood position that votes on the 
Cummins-Esch, Howell-Barkley, and Watson-Parker bills ought to 
be a basis for endorsement. A. F. of L. leaders had protested but 

10 Green to State Federations, September 17, 1928. File “Calif., 1928," A. F. 
of L. Papers. 
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had gone along. After an unpleasant dispute over Brotherhood en¬ 
dorsement of a Kentucky gubernatorial candidate, the Federation 
men were suspicious. Charging that two of the three Brotherhood- 
proposed votes were “dead letters” and that the nation’s railroads 
had also urged the passage of the Watson-Parker bill, all three 
votes were virtually eliminated from A. F. of L. record vote consid¬ 
eration in 1928. 11 Yet the Federation and the Brotherhoods main¬ 
tained formal liaison on politics in the autumn of 1928, most of it 
by word of mouth. 12 



October brought increased political efforts to the understaffed 
national and state union headquarters offices. One of the Washing¬ 
ton executives wrote privately, “I will be glad when the campaign 
is over as we are just worked to death.” The National Nonpartisan 
Political Campaign Committee of the A. F. of L. soon sent out a 
circular letter to all city centrals and state federations asking about 
local pressure campaigns being carried on by them, since practi¬ 
cally all the information now received comes from newspapers or 
propaganda distributed by individuals or various political parties. 
Particularly desired were copies of local union political literature 
they distributed. “Quite a number” of answers were received, a 
fact proving to the experimenting leaders in Washington the exist¬ 
ence of “great interest.” Among those supported for Congress by 
the A. F. ofL. in 1928 was 45-ycar-old Fiorello H. La Guardia, 
running for re-election in the 14th New York District. In the opin¬ 
ion of President Green, he had been right on mining legislation, 
convict labor, injunctions, and railroad legislation. 

He has been steadfast in his support of remedial legislation pro¬ 
posed by Labor. On the floor of the House he has been one of 
the most active members when labor legislation or measures that 
would benefit all the people were up for consideration. • 


"Memorandum by legislative counsel W. C. Roberts to Green. September 19. 

,9 " 7 Se^ret , ary 0f M L ornso P n r forwarcled “suggested statements” on three .seniors and 
two representatives to Edward Keating of the Brotherhoods on October 10 1928. 

u Green to President Joseph P. Ryan. Central Trades and Labor Council. 
N.Y.C., October 9. 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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The Illinois Federation supported both Democrats and Republi¬ 
cans in state and national contests . 14 

As it would so often in ensuing years, the A. F. of L. urged its 
members to register so that they might vote. Green sent a letter on 
the subject to state federations and city centrals. He urged that the 
Presidential campaign not be allowed to overshadow the Congres¬ 
sional races, and that nonpartisan committees in labor bodies pre¬ 
vail on members to register. 

They should not attempt to influence working men and women 
how to vote, hut they should influence them to vote in accord¬ 
ance with the dictates of their consciences and in conformity 
with their political judgment. 

After registration, all should be urged to vote. 

Great care should be taken in carrying out the nonpartisan po¬ 
litical policy of the American Federation of Labor. As before 
stated, members of organized labor cannot be compelled to vote 
for any candidate. The records of the candidates should be sub¬ 
mitted and the members of organized labor can then vote as 
their consciences dictate . 15 

This was the official message of organizational nonpartisanship. 
What subordinate A. F. of L. leaders and organizations would do 
will now be seen. 


Ill 

After the party conventions there was partisanship for Hoover 
in the public utterances of some A. F. of L. leaders. This was true 
of those in positions of leadership in local unions, large city cen¬ 
trals, internationals, and state federations. John L. Lewis, President 
of the United Mine Workers, was the most eloquent of important 
A. F. of L. supporters of Hoover. He called the former Secretary of 
Commerce and self-made engineer “the foremost industrial states¬ 
man of modern times.” 10 

'* Weekly News Letters. October 6. 1928. 

10 President William Green to All State Federations of Labor and City Central 
Bodies, undated, in New York State Federation of Labor Bulletin, September 29, 
1928. Italics added. 

'"New Yurk Times. September 19, 1928. 
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Mr. Hoover's specific declaration in favor of high wages, free 
collective bargaining, restriction on the use of injunctions in 
labor disputes, tariff schedules protective of American labor, 
continuance of immigration restriction, further expansion of our 
foreign export trade and governmental assistance to the deprest 
[.v/r] textile and bituminous coal industries, constitute a program 
that should carry an intense appeal to every thoughtful citizen. 
The entire address constitutes a wholehearted recognition of 
the rights and ideals of labor. 17 

Moreover, Oscar T. Nelson, vice president of the Chicago Fed¬ 
eration of Labor, and some Railroad Brotherhood officials also 
spoke for Hoover in a friendly way. Mrs. Gertrude Gompers, 
widow of the A. F. of L. founder, supported Hoover. ,s A list of 
alleged labor “leaders” who congratulated him on the Newark 
address was released by the Republican National Committee. Few 
were of the slightest prominence. 1 n 

Late in October the Republicans released a prepared statement 
signed by about 100 labor “leaders.” 20 The document praised Re¬ 
publican tariff and immigration policies, and blamed the unemploy¬ 
ment of 1921 on the Democrats. High wages and a high standard 
of living, low cost of government and low taxes, and administra¬ 
tive efficiency were also covered. Heading the list of signatories 
was James J. Davis, Coolidge’s Secretary of Labor; another official 
name was that of T. V. O’Conner, chairman of the Shipping Board. 
An obscure editor was listed. The remainder were: 

Presidents of local unions 
Secretaries or treasurers of local unions 
Business agents or miscellaneous officials of local unions 
“Former” presidents of local unions 
"Former” secretaries or treasurers of local unions 
“Former” miscellaneous officials of local, 
unions and other subordinate units 

Also among the group was a “former statistician” of a local! Con¬ 
cluding the listing were the names of eight officials of the “United 

17 Quoted in "Hoover’s Appeal to the Workers," Literary Digest. LC (October 
2. 1928), 10-11. 

"New York Times, August 2. 1953. 

"Ibid., September 21, 1928. 

** New York Herald Tribune. October 31, 1928. 


17 

17 

32 

17 

13 

14 
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States Customs Employees” group. 21 Chicago, Pittsburgh, Ohio, 
and Indiana men nearly monopolized the list. The Republicans 
were hard up for labor organization support. 22 The president of the 
Montana Federation was apparently a Hoover man. 23 John L. 
Lewis spoke under Republican auspices over a 21-station radio 
network on behalf of Hoover in mid-October. The leader of the 
hardpressed miners said that industrial prosperity was the vital 
issue. Hoover had “inaugurated the unprecedented industrial and 
business prosperity” of the times. 24 

If Lewis was partisan toward Hoover, Daniel J. Tobin, President 
of the Teamsters, was far more aggressive in favor of Smith. (Yet, 
as has been seen, he preserved a remarkable fairness of statement 
toward Hoover.) Long associated with Governor Smith in New 
York affairs, Tobin thought of him as “a man’s man,” human, and 
in favor of organized labor. Hoover was for labor, that is, the 
workingman, but what about labor organizations? 25 Major George 
L. Berry of the Pressmen, abortive Democratic vice presidential 
candidate in 1924 and 1928, headed the labor committee of the 
Democratic Party. There was idle talk of creating a “huge ma¬ 
chine” to capture the labor vote. In no previous national campaign 
had the country been so systematically organized for the purpose, 
it was claimed. 20 

Late in August the Democrats released the names of the union 
officials who had consented to serve on their National Advisory 
Board. They had succeeded in gaining the support of important 
A. F. of L. union officials. Of the 45 names, 23 were presidents of 


Too small a "union" to be included in the Wolman or Reynolds and Kil- 
lingsworth union lists. 

— A master's thesis touching on this subject incorrectly observes, “Hoover had 
a more distinguished group of labor leaders actively engaged in working for his 
election than Smith had. . . .” Furthermore, "the Democratic nominee had the 
support of some of the high labor officials but these supporters were not as 
active as the labor leaders supporting the Republican nominee." Mark Odum 
Hatfield, "Herbert Hoover and Labor: Policies and Attitudes, 1897-1928," Stan¬ 
ford. 1948, pp. 82, 81. 

■ a Samuel H. Rivin, State Organizer, Montana Federation, to writer, December 
6, 1951. 

11 Prerelease text of the Lewis speech of October 17, 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

53 Teamsters Magazine, XXV (November, 1928), 1-5. 

M New York Times, August 26, 1928. 
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international unions, 11 secretaries or treasurers, one a vice presi¬ 
dent, and only 10 were not identified by title. 27 

The Democrats also announced the appointment of many state 
labor chairmen. Again the Democratic Party had attracted impor¬ 
tant labor officials to public support of Governor Smith. Examina¬ 
tion of names in the 36 states listed shows that seven were presi¬ 
dents of state federations, 2N and eight were secretaries of state 
federations 2U —key officials in the trade union movement. Four 
states had what might be called substantial officials included; 30 five 
had persons of moderate influence; and seven states were repre¬ 
sented by unknowns. (In four states Chairman Berry was forced 
to muster brother pressmen or typographers to round out his 
group.) The Democrats had experienced their least success in 
strongly Republican states: Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, In¬ 
diana, and Nebraska. 

Chairman Berry’s own partisan view of the Presidential race 
was that neither major party had ever offered two men of such 
outstanding caliber as Smith and Robinson. His Pressmen held 
what a newspaper account called a “Smith rally” and voted “over¬ 
whelmingly” to permit their president to function with the Demo¬ 
cratic National Committee—many weeks after he had begun to 
do so. 31 

After election day the socialist-oriented League for Industrial 
Democracy apparently observed, "In spite of the nonpartisan 

’^Analysis by the present writer from a list printed in New York Times, 
August 26. 1928. International union presidents: Laundry Workers; Bricklayers; 
Masons and Plasterers; Metal Polishers; Theatrical Stage Employes; Flint Glass 
Workers; Plumbers and Stcamfitters; Hotel and Restaurant Employes and Bar¬ 
tenders; Railway Subordinate Officials Association; Seamen’s Union; Meat Cut¬ 
ters and Butcher Workmen; Hatters; Bookbinders; Marble Workers; Sheet Metal 
Workers; Brick and Clay Workers; Stereot>pers and Electrotypers; Glove Work¬ 
ers; Bridge and Structural Iron Workers; Plasterers; Longshoremen; Paper 
Makers; Musicians; and the president of the Building Trades Department. A. F. 
of L. These were not local union officials, but presidents of the parent bodies. 
Absent were the names of the following presidents who opposed Davis and 
thereby supported Hoover in the Indiana primary: Electrical Workers, Black¬ 
smiths, Marine Engineers, and Boilermakers. Ibid., May 1, 1928. 

'■* Colorado, Georgia, Mississippi, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, 
and Virginia. 

^Connecticut, Iowa, Nevada, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, 
Utah, and West Virginia. 

30 Alabama, Kentucky, Louisiana, and Maryland. 

31 New York Times , August 30, 1928. 
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action of the A. F. of L. as a whole, most state federations declared 
for the Democrats and went down in the general defeat.” 32 While 
this charge does not stand up under close examination, a germ of 
truth lay in it, as a review of the evidence will show. The New 
York, New Jersey, Nebraska, and Utah federations and the 
executive council of the Rhode Island federation did endorse 
Smith with alacrity. 33 The New York federation sent a strongly 
emotional letter to all state federations urging that they follow its 
own endorsement example. “We call upon all organized and unor¬ 
ganized wage earning citizens in this State and in our sister States 
to enlist earnestly in this campaign to install in the White House 
at Washington this tested and proved champion of liberty, equality 
and justice for all of the people of our nation,” said the New York 
labor leaders, sending copies broadside across the land to various 
union addresses. 

The New Jersey federation stood for repeal of the Eighteenth 
Amendment, prohibition being a “paramount issue”; there was said 
to be “little or any expression [among union men] concerning 
religion.” 34 The president of the Connecticut state federation 
issued a nonpartisan proclamation. Despite every radical attempt 
to sway convention delegates toward a labor party, the group re¬ 
mained officially uncommitted. 35 

The Virginia federation had held its 1928 convention in May, 
but its officers and later its Executive Board supported and cam¬ 
paigned for Smith. A later effort to censure them failed. 30 A plea 
by the New York federation was merely filed in Wisconsin, 3 * while 
in Maryland, the resolutions committee of the state convention 
gained support for a nonconcurrence resolution. The Maryland 
group felt that an endorsement of anyone for President would 
jeopardize labor's legislative hopes in Congress, but Berry was 

M Quoted in Milwaukee Leader, November 20, 1928. 

33 New York Times, September 6. 7, 8, 13 and October 9, 1928. 

“President Louis P. Marciantc, New Jersey Federation, to writer, December 

12, 1951. ... , . 

“Charles J. Moore, Secretary-Treasurer “Political Activities,” and “Resolution 
22,” entitled "For a Labor Party"; typed copies forwarded by Joseph M. Rourke, 
V. P. t to writer, December 6, 1951. 

“President J. S. Smith to writer, December 6, 1951. 

57 Minutes of General Executive Board Meeting, September 17, 1928, Wis. State 
Fed. of Labor Papers, State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 
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endorsed for vice president on the Democratic ticket. Prohibition 
was denounced as “un-American,” “wild, in theory,” and impos¬ 
sible to enforce. 38 

In Tennessee, a joint nonpartisan committee of the A. F. of L. 
and the Brotherhoods endorsed candidates for offices other than 
the Presidency. 39 No action was taken by federations in Arkan¬ 
sas, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, Oregon, or Texas. 40 
Nor did South Dakota endorse Smith, but city centrals “decided 
to support A1 Smith regardless of his religion,” and the Democratic 
ticket was aided in every county where an A. F. of L. union was 
located. Clubs were organized and some money collected “to sup¬ 
port him and the Democratic Party.” 41 While the Colorado fed¬ 
eration had supported La Follette in 1924, it limited 1928 endorse¬ 
ments to “Democratic candidates on the state level . . . [since] the 
labor movement all during the 1920s in Colorado was strongly 
Democratic in its politics.” 42 No endorsements were forthcoming 
in West Virginia, Vermont, California, Delaware, Idaho, 
Kansas, Iowa, Michigan, or Ohio. 43 

Not until 1936 would the Illinois federation endorse a candi¬ 
date for President. 44 Bottle blowers, teamsters, bartenders, hotel 
and restaurant employees, distillery workers, and some building 
trades workers were vigorously against prohibition at the time in 
Illinois, since much of their livelihood came from the beverage 
industry. In retrospect, the Illinois president has written 

A! Smith advocated and secured the enactment of beneficial 
labor legislation while Governor of New York and was regarded 
as friendly to labor’s great cause. I think the same can be truth¬ 
fully said about Herbert Hoover prior to the depression years 
which became accentuated with the stock crash of 1929. After 
that, of course. Hoover became unpopular. 45 
“Frank J. Coleman. Secretary to writer. December 4. 1951. enclosing a typed 
copy of Resolution 15. 

"President Stanton E. Smith to writer, December 27. 1951. 

40 Letters by presidents or executive secretaries to writer. 1951-195— 

“President Albert J. Maag to writer, December 8. 1951. 

“President George A. Acvendcr to writer. December 3, 1951. ... 

"Letters by presidents or secretaries to writer, 1951-1952, confirmed in the 
cases of California and Ohio in particular by a minute search of printed conven¬ 
tion proceedings. A fire in the Pennsylvania federation headquarters destroyed 
records on the period. President James L. McDcvitt to writer. December 7, 1951. 
“President R. G. Soderstrom to present writer, December 5. 1951. 

" Ibid. 
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Meeting September 17-19 in Frankfort, the Kentucky federa¬ 
tion took seriously the nonpartisan declaration of the A. F. of L., 
passing a threatening resolution. 

Any officer . . . delivering any address, writing any articles 
for publication in his official capacity as an executive of this 
Federation, whether in support or condemnation of either of 
the two candidates mentioned, shall be considered guilty of a 
breach of confidence intrusted to them as officers of this Fed¬ 
eration. 40 

The story in Indiana was somewhat similar, for when the request 
of the New York federation was received the Indiana Executive 
Board “voted against submitting the resolution to the convention 
and against the idea of endorsing Smith or Hoover.” Its president 
subsequently told delegates to the state convention that they should 
support the nonpartisan policy proclaimed in Washington, not 
permitting the La Follette endorsement of 1924 to become a gen¬ 
eral practice. Both prohibition and religion cut deeply across 
political lines in Indiana, according to a contemporary who writes, 
“1 remember considerable about that election—a most unusual 
one.” 47 

In summary, it is apparent that only a handful of state federa¬ 
tions ventured to endorse Alfred E. Smith in 1928, although many 
others were dissuaded from doing so by the nonpartisan declara¬ 
tions of the national Executive Council, by considerations of state 
politics, and by extreme emotionalism attending the religious and 
prohibition issues. Leaders of the 1928 trade union movement 
feared to seek political advantages for unions by throwing the 
weight of their coordinating organizations behind so controversial 
a figure as the New York Governor. They found the request of the 
New York Federation an embarrassment, however much they 
might agree privately with its encomiums for A1 Smith. 

Even in retrospect these state federation officials display in their 
letters the concern felt at the time over the divisionary effects of 
the twin ogres of 1928: religion and prohibition. Repeatedly, after 

“Resolution 16, typed copy forwarded by Edward H. Weylc, Secretary, to 
writer, November 29, 1951. 

47 President Carl H. Mullen to writer, December 11, 1951. 
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talking with one or more “old timers,” they wrote the present 
writer that union men in their states “voted for Hoover or Smith 
depending on their personal convictions,” (Connecticut) or tend 
to be like the rest of the community in which they live,” (Ten¬ 
nessee) had their “own particular reason for voting as they did,” 
(Arkansas) or merely voted for Smith in the South “because he 
was a Democrat.” (Mississippi) “I believe that our votes in that 
year were fairly well divided,” the Iowa President judged. 48 

Even in New York State the injunction issue and other economic 
and trade union issues were pushed to one side in workingmen s 
minds. One city central official, asked how the issues were shaping 
up in early October, replied 

. . . unfortunately the religious and prohibition issues appear 
at this writing to overwhelm all others, and the laboring class 
seems to have lost sight of the real problems in which they 
should be interested. In the humble opinion of this writer these 
two issues should have no part in the discussions, and the non¬ 
partisan campaign committee of the American Federation of 
Labor should immediately warn the people that they are simply 
a smoke screen thrown out for the purpose of hiding the real 
issues such as the previous records of the various candidates and 
their attitude toward social and welfare legislation. 

If the workingman had any sense he would vote for Smith, he 

concluded. 40 



Minnesota, with its state Farmer-Labor Party, was particularly 
complex for orthodox trade union men. In 1926 President Green 
had exchanged several letters with President E. G. Hall of the 
Minnesota federation, hoping to woo Hall from support of the 
Farmer-Labor Party.’ 10 Its party platform hoped to gain the support 
of workers and farmers. Yet Smith got support from Farmer-Labor 
circles. Many Minnesota labor leaders were active in the Smith 


“Ray Mills to writer, November 30, 1951. 

“ F. J. Beatty, Secretary. Geneva Federation 
Green. October 10. 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
“File “Minn., 1928.” A. F. of L. Papers. 


of Labor, New York, to William 
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campaign. 51 The A. F. of L. worked hard for Farmer-Labor Sena¬ 
tor Shipstead, President Green keeping in close contact with Paul 
J. Smith, federation organizer in Minnesota. Shipstead, reported 
Smith, “expressed his deep appreciation for the assistance rendered 
him by the American Federation of Labor and expressed the belief 
that he could not be re-elected if it wasn’t for our support of 
him. ...” A candidate “practically without a party and an organi¬ 
zation, it would be a terrific and bitter struggle” to elect him. 52 
When letters of endorsement went out from Washington to local 
A. F. of L. unions in Minnesota, Shipstead expressed his gratitude 
directly to President Green. 53 The state federation thought it best 
not to go on record as “endorsing” Farmer-Labor nominees; in¬ 
stead, every union man was urged to “participate” in the campaign, 
and “serious consideration” of the party’s nominees was urged. 04 
While Smith had not been endorsed, a volunteer committee of 
prominent labor leaders praised him. 50 The Legislative Board of 
the Conductors would endorse Farmer-Labor candidates for state 
offices, 00 and Frank Morrison, Secretary-Treasurer of the A. F. 
of L., cooperated closely in Washington with the Brotherhood’s 
Edward Keating, editor of Labor, on Minnesota politics. 07 Wash¬ 
ington A. F. of L. headquarters went so far as to send letters 
endorsing one congressman to the secretaries of 102 locals in 
Minnesota’s 8th District. 58 

So far as the pitiful national Farmer-Labor Party was concerned, 
with its grandiose plans and its final collapse with its secretary- 
treasurer resigning August 25 to support Hoover, the A. F. of L. 
was silent. Numerous pleading letters from Frank Lawson to Green 
went unanswered; when completely provoked Green finally agreed 

&1 Authur Naftalin, A. History of the Farmer-Labor Party of Minnesota, Un¬ 
published Doctoral Thesis, University of Minnesota, 1948, 154. 

“Smith to Green, July 5, 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

“Shipstead to Green, September 18, 1928. "Minn., 1928." A. F. of L. Papers. 

14 Resolution 43, in Minnesota Union Advocate, August 23, 1928, located for 
the writer through courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society. 

“ Ibid. 

“Printed open letter of F. H. Wilson, Duluth, Minn., October 10, 1928. Box 7, 
Tcigan Papers. Minnesota Historical Society. 

For example, Morrison to Keating, October 11, 1928. “Minn., 1928.” A. F. 
of L. Papers. 

M Congressman William L. Cass. Ibid. 
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to spend a few minutes with the Farmer-Labor protagonist. 5 ® Only 
in Minnesota state politics had the party proven a problem in polit¬ 
ical manipulation. 

In many states there was a confused pattern like that in Montana, 
where Senator Burton K. Wheeler was endorsed and repeal had 
long been advocated by organized labor. Most laborers in Butte 
and Anaconda were of the Catholic faith, yet "in eastern Montana 
the Ku Klux Klan was a powerful organization and they cam¬ 
paigned heavily for Hoover.” 00 In the absence of a clearly deline¬ 
ated labor issue, nationally expounded and easy to explain, how 
could union leaders take effective stands under difficult circum¬ 
stances like these? 


V 

The endorsements of a large number of city centrals, large local 
unions, and special labor groups went to Smith in 1928. Some of 
the organizations supported their favorite with good words in a 
resolution; others donated small sums of money or did small 
amounts of electioneering. The tiny Upholsterers International 
Union sent a copy of its endorsement to every one of its 1,300 
members in the nation urging them to vote for Smith, and a letter 
in New York State praised the labor record of gubernatorial candi¬ 
date Franklin D. Roosevelt. "The soul of the New York Governor, 
Alfred E. Smith goes out to the common people, while every throb 
of his heart beats with a humane spirit and for social benefit and 
uplift.” The state Republicans had been “truly vicious in their 
anti labor attitude.” 01 A National Association of Letter Carriers 
official from Brooklyn visited various locals of his 40,000-member 
union on behalf of the Democratic ticket. 6 - 

While most large international unions managed to maintain offi¬ 
cial organizational neutrality, some did not. The large unions recog- 

“ Letters in file “Farmer-Labor Party, 1928.” A. F. of L. Papers. The Teigan 
Papers, Minnesota Historical Society, arc useful on politics of the day. 

*'Samuel H. Ririn, State Organizer, A. F. of L., Montana, December 6, 1951. 

•' General Executive Board, Upholsterers, to Officers and Members, October 31, 
1928; also President William Kohn to Franklin D. Roosevelt, November 2, 1928. 
85. 

"William E. Kelly to Louis H. Howe, September 12, 1928. Roosevelt Papers. 
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nized a threat to precarious unity in endorsements on the emotion¬ 
ally charged Presidential race. And national conventions were not 
usually scheduled for the strategic moment. Still, the Bookbinders 
endorsed Smith on July 14 in their convention. c:< State and local 
union groups, especially in New York State and nearby, did like¬ 
wise. The New York convention of the Bricklayers endorsed 
Smith, 04 and the New York local 58 of the 26,200-member Build¬ 
ing Service Employees, claiming to represent over twice their 
number, endorsed him. The New York district council of the group 
did so unanimously, while a thousand delegates of the 45,000 mem¬ 
ber Plumbers, Gas, and Steam Fitters, meeting at Atlantic City, 
agreed. Like-minded groups were the Empire State Typographical 
Conference, and the 15,000-member Utica Trades Assembly— 
which nevertheless supported Republican candidates for state attor¬ 
ney general and for Congress! The New York Building Trades 
Council, composed of seventy-nine unions with a claimed member¬ 
ship of 150,000, endorsed both the national and state Democratic 
ticket. And Joint Council 16 of the Teamsters of New York not 
only endorsed Smith but gave $3,000 to the Democratic National 
Committee —a step uncommon in those years. A most important 
endorsement, and one which must have meant something to the 
man who rose from the streets of New York City to run for Presi¬ 
dent, was that of the city’s Central Trades and Labor Council. 00 

Miscellaneous endorsements of Smith in October were: W. W. 
Fitzwater of Bonham, Texas, president of the almost fictitious 
Farmer-Labor Union; the Teamsters of Chicago, claiming 28,000 
members; an organization of Chicago women trade unionists; the 
important Chicago Building Trades Council (100,000 members); 
twenty-six Jewish unions of Chicago (75,000 members); and the 
‘Alfred E. Smith-for-President Union Labor League,” whose presi¬ 
dent was Machinist president Charles W. Fry and vice-president 
was John Fitzpatrick, an important third-party enthusiast of earlier 
years. 07 

m New York State Federation of Labor Bulletin, July 26, 1928. 

04 Ibid. 

New York Times, September 15, 21, 30, 1928; October 25, 30, 1928. 

* k ’ Ibid., October 19, 1928. 

91 Ibid.. October 2, 4. 6, 14, 1928. 
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Who can say how much effect such endorsements had on rank 
and file union members and their unorganized fellow workingmen? 
It is simply not possible to prove that the endorsements were rep¬ 
resentative of majority opinion within the groups involved, al¬ 
though there is, of course, a presumption in that direction. What 
motive influenced each of these groups to endorse the Democratic 
rather than the Republican candidate for President of the United 
States? In some cases it may have been the injunction issue. In 
others it may have been prohibition. In some of the endorsements 
in New York City the influence of Tammany Hall and patronage 
considerations may have been decisive. Was extensive Irish Ca¬ 
tholicism in labor circles of consequence? Some of the organizations 
in New York may simply have followed the highly partisan lead 
of the State Federation of Labor. 

The important thing is that so many and so varied a group of 
A. F. of L. union organizations did support the Democratic candi¬ 
date in 1928 and so few endorsed the Republican. It is doubtful if 
the Labor Section of the Democratic National Committee should 
have much of the credit for these endorsements. If in restrospect 
the Democratic labor committee seems powerful and presumably 
efficient while its Republican counterpart seems inconsequential, 
one should bear in mind the confidential comment of highly placed 
Democratic leader Frank P. Walsh as he surveyed in midstream the 
administration of the labor committee of his party. It was rotten, 
he confided. 08 

The Socialist Party and the Communist Party had little success 
with orthodox labor leaders or their unions, especially outside of 
New York City. If any key union leaders worked for the election of 
Norman Thomas or William Z. Foster in 1928, they did so with 
minimum publicity. But two unions strong in New York City called 
for the formation of the labor party of their dreams. The Interna¬ 
tional Ladies Garment Workers Union adopted a resolution which 
called American labor “a political zero.” Since unions combat both 
employers and government—the latter replete with antilabor laws, 
injunctions, and use of police and militia in strikes—the traditional 

“Frank P. Walsh to Joseph B. Shannon. September 17, 1928. Walsh Papers, 
N.Y.P.L. 
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approach would not do. Surely a “great and militant political party 
. . . a great Labor Party," could take government away from the 
“exploiting class." Such a party would be formed of “legitimate 
trade unions and for constructive purposes." 69 

The Amalgamated Clothing Workers convention heard the Gen¬ 
eral Executive Board sadly report the organization of an all- 
inclusive party of American labor “a dream unrealized.” New York 
locals failed to elect a Socialist judge. Those in Milwaukee cooper¬ 
ated with the Socialist Party. Locals in Twin Cities had thrown 
their weight behind the Farmer-Labor Party. Financial aid had 
often been given. Yet somehow the times were not yet ripe. 70 Four 
resolutions calling for labor party formation were replaced by one 
which merely “looked forward" to such action. The Amalgamated, 
it was promised, would participate “to the utmost” when the time 
might come. 71 In the 1930s in New York State, these unions would 
have their chance, and in a state Liberal Party and then in a Labor 
Party, they would play politics with vigor and with some transitory 
effectiveness, especially as they rallied to the support of Democrat 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. 



The official magazines of A. F. of L. international unions avoided 
official endorsements and strongly partisan political pronounce¬ 
ments. Many union journals showed only a minimum of concern 
with political matters. 7 - Although the magazines of the postal 
clerks and letter carriers contained much news of federal legisla¬ 
tion of interest to union members, they did not cast aspersions on 
any political figures. The United Mine Workers Journal was occu¬ 
pied with anti-Communist, anti-injunction, and anticompany union 
material, but it took no stand on the Presidential race regardless of 


** I.L.G.W.U. Proceedings. 1928, 23. 153. 

70 Report of the G.E.B., in Amalgamated Clothing Workers Proceedings . 1928, 
Roosevelt Papers. 

71 A.CAV. Proceedings, 1928. 276. 

7 - Granite Cutters' Journal, Retail Clerks International Advocate, Lather . Union 
Postal Clerk. Postal Record. Pattern Makers Journal, United Mine Workers 
Journal. C arpenter. Shoe Workers' Journal . 
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the strong personal stand of John L. Lewis for Hoover. Nor did 
the Carpenter reflect the Republican sympathies of William Hutche¬ 
son. The Painter and Decorator considered child labor and the 
injunction the important issues. The Paper Maker’s Journal carried 
an editorial on the platforms and the candidates which was none 
too flattering to either major party but was, at any rate, quite 
impartial in its irritation. 73 

Some union magazines published A. F. of L.-furnished material 
on the candidates, the platforms, and the injunction. One quoted 
Hoover and Smith on the injunction and other labor matters with 
the observation, “These statements we print without comment. It 
is up to each individual to interpret them according to his under¬ 
standing and knowledge of things.” 74 Nor, with the clear exception 
of New York State Federation publications, were state federation 
journals heavily biased. 

What was printed or mimeographed by city centrals and locals 
in those years on political matters would be hard to say. The editor 
of the Trades Unionist, Washington, D. C., official organ of the 
Washington Central Labor Union, pledged his personal aid to the 
Smith cause before the Houston meeting, predicting that the Fed¬ 
eration, “in its nonpartisan political campaign” would be obliged 
to support him on his gubernatorial labor record.' ' Apparently the 
only labor paper to share in funds of the Democratic national com¬ 
mittee in 1928 for running party material in its columns was the 
Trades Council Union News, “Official Organ of Organized Labor 
of St. Louis and Vicinity.” Its pro-Smith editor was told that only 
lack of funds prevented wider use of this method of spreading the 
Democratic message. 7 ' 1 If such tactics were questionable, so was 
that of a businessman who made what he called “a personal plea 
to the several hundred mechanics on his payroll to support Smith.'' 


73 Paper Makers* Journal, XXVII (October, 1928). 8—9. 

7i Railway Maintenance of Way Employes Journal , XXVII (September, 1928), 
26. 

7B John B. Colpoys to Franklin D. Roosevelt, May 1, 1928. Roosevelt Papers. 
Correspodcncc bclween P. J. Morrison and Frank P. Walsh, Chairman of the 
Progressive League for Alfred E. Smith, especially Morrison to Walsh, October 20, 
1928, explaining how Morrison came to print Walsh’s “Why Progressives Should 
Vote for Alfred E. Smith/* Walsh Papers. 

77 President, Kenny Bros., Inc., N.Y.C., a construction company, to I rankhn D. 
Roosevelt, September 18, 1928. Roosevelt Papers. 
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It is an inescapable fact that the labor press as a whole maintained 
an impartial attitude toward the Presidential race. Its workingmen 
readers could not complain of pressure from that quarter. 


VII 

The Railroad Brotherhoods must not be overlooked in any study 
of labor politics. These nationally distributed unions had played an 
important part in the Progressive group which supported Robert M. 
La Follette for President in 1924. Two years later they obtained in 
the Railway Labor Act legislation which seemed to remedy many 
of their complaints. By 1928 these unions showed no interest in 
renewing third party activity. Yet they were at least as active in 
state politics as the American Federation of Labor. 78 That the 
Fireman had 104,200 members, the Engineers 82,600, the Con¬ 
ductors 53,100, and the Trainmen 184,300 made them impressive 
in some states, especially since their mobility and possession of the 
highly readable and pioneering weekly newspaper Labor made 
them more effective than most A. F. of L. craft unions. 

The Brotherhoods took an active part in the Indiana and Ohio 
primaries against Charles G. Dawes, whom they regarded as the 
Wall Street candidate and far more conservative than Hoover. 70 
This meant that long before the party conventions some Brother¬ 
hood leaders were oriented toward Hoover as a candidate for the 
Republican nomination. One Brotherhood magazine editor warned, 
“If we do not take part in our government through the recognized 
political channels, we have no moral right to complain of big busi¬ 
ness controlling the political parties.” 80 A joint legislative com¬ 
mittee in Indiana published a “Blue Book” which gave voting 
records of legislators, urged the election of specific friends, and 
suggested that union members run for precinct committeemen. 81 

The New York State Legislative Board of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen had endorsed Governor 

1H Based on examination of their weekly newspapers. Labor (Washington, D.C.), 
and the publications of all the Brotherhood unions for the period 1823 to 1928. 

7,1 New York Times, May 1. 1928. 

Railroad Trainman, XLV (February, 1928), 136. 

81 Ibid., XLV (May. 1928), 358. 
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Smith in 1926 in glowing terms, referring to his “consistent, cour¬ 
ageous and successful attitude ... in his advocacy of measures 
beneficial to labor. . . .” Two years later the group endorsed him 
for President, voting to spend $5,000 for the ticket. “If all the 
Labor Organizations will do the same as we, “wrote its secretary- 
treasurer, “. . . I know that we will carry New York State, as we 
have started on a house to house voyage and before election gets 
here we will have every county in the State covered.” After all, “We 
thank our old friend A1 for being in our corner when we needed 
a friend at the Capitol, and if [he] has been tried and found true 
... he sure will have the same spirit for the poor class and the 
laborer when we land him in Washington.” 82 

Brotherhood political literature was enthusiastic and also argu¬ 
mentative in tone. More forceful than A. F. of L. political material, 
it said particular legislators should be elected at all costs. Cartoons 
invariably labeled friends “Progressive.” The word thus identified 
men who would vote for laws to benefit the railroad unions. What 
else these legislators might support in domestic or international 
affairs does not seem to have been of primary importance to the 
Brotherhood leaders. “Progressive” meant “reliable friend of the 
railroad unions.” The Congressional election of 1922 had been the 
political ideal. Said one editorial, 

In a word, the 1922 election demonstrated that when the work¬ 
ers of America take the time and trouble to go to the polls and 
vote for principles and not for party, they can secure such a 
grip on their government as will enable them to compel a square 
deal. The railroad workers are largely responsible for the results 
obtined in 1922. . . . They can do it again if they will only 
organize in 1928 as they did in 1922. 83 

The Brotherhoods intended to send men to Congress who would 
vote with them on key legislation. The Railway Labor Executive 
Association, spokesman for the Brotherhoods, made this very 
clear. 84 

“ B. E. Jordan, its Secretary-Treasurer, to Chairman, Smith-Robinson League, 

N. Y. C., October 13, 1928. Roosevelt Papers. 

“Editorial, "Elect Your Friends, Defeat Your Enemies.” Railway Conductor. 
XLV (October, 1928), 472. See also Machinists' Monthly Journal. XL (October, 
1928), 627-629, and Railroad Telegrapher. XL (September, 1928), 976-979. 

M "Invest Your Voting Power to the Best Advantage," Brotherhood of Locomo¬ 
tive Firemen and Enginemen's Magazine, LXXXV (November, 1928), 380. 
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Such an opportunistic policy meant that party lines were being 
crossed in a way that made it ridiculous for these union leaders to 
try to support either the Democratic or Republican party in 1928. 
Consider the mosaic: in New York State congressional races their 
legislative board endorsed 21 Democrats and 4 Republicans, 
among the latter being both Hamilton Fish and Fiorello La 
Guardia. They opposed 10 Republicans but no Democrats, being 
neutral on the rest. In Kentucky the Brotherhoods supported 7 
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Democrats and 2 Republicans. In New Mexico they endorsed a 
Republican for senator and a Democrat for congressman-at-large. 
And in Illinois they endorsed 10 Republicans and 5 Democrats, 
while they opposed one Republican and no Democrats. In Ne¬ 
braska they aided a Republican senator and three Democratic and 
one Republican congressmen. For state executive officers they 
supported eight Republicans and only two Democrats and for the 
state senate they aided 15 Democrats and 11 Republicans. One of 
the legislative matters which concerned them in that state was a 
bill calling for “a reverse power gear in all engines.” Legislative 
partisanship proved a complex business for trade unions! 

In Massachusetts the Brotherhoods endorsed 18 Democrats and 
5 Republicans, remaining neutral on the rest in state senate races. 
Two Republicans were opposed.Since neither major party had a 
monopoly on U.S. senators willing to give “reasonable” support to 
union desires, the Brotherhoods endorsed senators from both 
parties. One favorite was Republican Robert M. La Follette, Jr. 
The railroad union executives said, “For twenty-five years or more 
the Progressives of the United States have looked to Wisconsin 
for enlightened leadership and Wisconsin has never failed them.” Bfl 

The following senatorial candidates were also endorsed unani¬ 
mously by Brotherhood chiefs: 87 


Shipstead 

(F-L) 

Minn. 

Wheeler 

(D.) 

Mont. 

Dill 

(D.) 

Wash. 

Ashurst 

(D.) 

Ariz. 

Frazier 

(R.) 

N. D. 

Howell 

(R.) 

Neb. 

Johnson 

(R.) 

Calif. 

McKellar 

(D.) 

Tenn. 

Pittman 

(D.) 

Nev. 

Walsh 

(D.) 

Mass. 


m Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen's Magazine, LXXXV (Oc¬ 
tober, 1928), 322-323, 309-310, 309; ibid., LXXV (November, 1928), 395. 

** New York Times, August 4, 1928. 

n The list wus frequently published. See, for example, Railway Conductor , VL 
(October, 1928), 472. 
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Copeland 

(D.) 

N. Y. 

Connally 

(D.) 

Tex. 

Stephens 

(D.) 

Miss. 

Trammell 

(D.) 

Fla. 

Swanson 

(D.) 

Va. 


Most of those endorsed were Democrats, but no practical alterna¬ 
tive existed in Southern states. Of the ten Northern and Western 
senators, four were Republicans. (Only a third of the Senate was 
up for election.) 

The Brotherhoods determined on a compass course of neutrality 
between Hoover and Smith, and they steered it faithfully. The Rail¬ 
way Labor Executives Association mailed out letters to affiliated 

m 

units and other labor groups in August, announcing that no nomi¬ 
nee for President would be endorsed. Instead, active support would 
be given friendly congressional candidates, especially in Massa¬ 
chusetts, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Montana, Washington, Arizona, 
and Nevada. 88 No railroad union organizations seem to have aided 
either Presidential candidate in the general election. Members 
were advised: 

Every railroad worker has a vital stake in the kind of govern¬ 
ment we have in Washington. Your wages and your working 
conditions are largely dependent on the men who administer 
affairs in the nation’s capital. . . . The chief executives of the 
standard railroad labor organizations have very wisely decided 
to keep hands off the Presidential contest, but they have appealed 
to the men and women they represent to concentrate their activi¬ 
ties on the election of senators and congressmen. 89 

This did not mean that either individuals or unions were bound to 
neutrality, and it certainly did not mean, said President David B. 
Robertson of the Firemen, chairman of the Railway Labor Execu¬ 
tives Association, that the neutrality policy had been devised to 
help Smith. For himself, he announced, he intended to support 
Hoover and do all he could to aid in his election. Furthermore: 

“ Letters signed by W. O. Warton, August 1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 

“ “Elect Your Friends, Defeat Your Enemies." Railway Conductor, VL (October, 
1928),472. 
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Neither the Association of Railway Labor Executives, nor their 
joint publication, Labor, will advocate the election of either 
Hoover or Smith, or attempt to express the opinions of the in¬ 
dividual organizations or their memberships on the Presidential 
issue. 90 

A Brotherhood state body in New York endorsed Smith anyway. 01 

The Brotherhood goal of preserving official neutrality toward the 
Presidential race was realized to a surprising degree. One must 
concur with an important columnist in the Brotherhood weekly 
newspaper who wrote, “For weeks Labor has been presenting the 
views of Governor Smith and Mr. Hoover, and their leading lieu¬ 
tenants, clearly and accurately, and as fully as space permitted. 92 
Several officials of the Brotherhoods, including the presidents of 
the tiny Signalmen and the larger Trainmen, worked for the elec¬ 
tion of Hoover. One partisan called his acceptance address “the 
political masterpiece of the ages.’’ A second-flight union official on 
being appointed to a Republican campaign post said that a Smith 
election would be “a menace to organized labor.’’ He announced 
out of thin air that wage earners were beginning to see the ab¬ 
surdity of “the A1 Smith promises.” 93 

In addition to Brotherhood satisfaction over the enactment of 
the Railway Labor act, there was another factor in the decision of 
these unions to shy away from Smith. Temperance was thought the 
sine qua non of employment on railroads by many Brotherhood 
officials. When President Robertson of the Firemen emerged from 
one conference with Hoover, he said that the wet stand of Smith 
would not appeal, for the railway unions could never be bought with 

liquor. 

Our organization has as one of its mottoes, Sobriety, Charity 
and Industry." The railroad worker who drinks to excess loses 

*° New York Times. August 7, 1928. Robertson later wired Hoover his congratula¬ 
tions on his acceptance speech. Ibid.. August 13, 1928. . 

•» Legislation Board of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enynemen. 
New York State. An appropriation of $5,000 was made for publicity m the state 

political campaign. Ibid., August 30, 1928. 

10 Raymond Lonergan in Labor, November 3, 1928. 

“New York Times, September 19 and 25; August 13, 1928. 
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not only his job but his membership in the union as well. Why, 
then, should any of them support a Presidential candidate on 
the illusory wet issue? 94 

This attitude had become traditional in the publications of the 
Brotherhoods. Exhaustive examination of their pages in the 1920s 
shows the effort to disassociate the railroad workers from the rest 
of the laboring population on the matter of drink. 95 In their fervid 
stand against liquor the Brotherhood leaders clearly served the 
interests of their members, for charges of drunkenness against rail¬ 
road workers in the event of train wrecks would be tragic to their 
movement. To admit that railroad men might want to drink even in 
their own homes could bring adverse publicity against the en¬ 
gineers, firemen, switchmen, and others responsible for safety on 
the American railroads. Did the rank and file agree? That is im¬ 
possible to say. 

The Brotherhood unions had a better “nonpartisan” political 
technique than the A. F. of L. This was due in part to the news¬ 
paper Labor, and to their national and homogeneous character. 
Unified support for the Plumb Plan after World War I and active 
participation in the Conference for Progressive Political Action 
also brought unity to what was in a sense a loosely confederated 
industrial union. They were oriented toward Washington by the 
very nature of American railroad history. Government intervention 
in the railroad field was an old story, and to the Brotherhoods a 
totally unfriendly Congress was unthinkable. Thus they showed 
more unity than the A. F. of L., handled political publicity more 


v * New York Times, September 14, 1928. Robertson thought that Brotherhood 
men in Ohio and Pennsylvania were supporting Hoover. 

w: ‘The Locomotive Engineers Journal was particularly insistent on the matter. 
When in 1925 the Federal Council of Churches announced that a straw vote had 
shown most workers opposed to prohibition, the Journal said it was “unrepresenta¬ 
tive" and had been taken in "wcl” cities or “foreign industrial centers." The Brother¬ 
hoods had been entirely overlooked, it said, "although their membership is over¬ 
whelmingly and emphatically 'dry.’ " Most Americans, it continued, lived in small 
towns and cities. Editorial, "The Facts about Booze," Locomotive Engineers Journal, 
LIX (October, 1925), 727. The following year the Journal denied the accuracy of 
House hearings which indicated that labor was wet. “Nowhere in the news reports 
of these hearings was there the slightest intimation that the great railroad Brother¬ 
hoods arc dry. ..." Editorial. "The Booze Issue,” ibid.. LX (May, 26, 1926), 327. In 
1927 the Journal asked editorially. "Does Prohibition Work?" and replied that it did. 
Ibid., LXI (March, 1927), 168. 
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effectively, and displayed less hesitancy when advising members 
how to mark state and congressional ballots. 

The Brotherhoods gave more support to Republican Party candi¬ 
dates than did the A. F. of L. While this was partially hidden by 
the use of the word “Progressives” to describe legislators of whom 
they approved (many of whom were Republicans) there is little 
doubt that the “neutrality” of the railroad unions actually inclined 
toward Hoover. The members of these unions were scattered over 
the country in accordance with the location of railroad tracks. 
Many lived in small towns. Less urbanized than the craft unions of 
the A. F. of L., the Brotherhoods depended on certain Progressive 
Republican legislators in the Middle and Far West. Although their 
deceased friend of many years, Robert M. La Follette, had been an 
insurgent, he had carried the Republican label. Brotherhood orien¬ 
tation tended to be Western rather than Eastern. William G. Mc- 
Adoo, a dry California Democrat and a friend from the Wilson 
administration, was closer to their conception of an ideal candidate 
than Governor Smith.”' 1 And Alben Barkley of Kentucky was con¬ 
sidered their permanent friend. 

VIII 

Despite official pronouncements of neutrality in the Presidential 
campaign by the Executive Council of the A. F. of L. and by the 
Railway Labor Executives Association speaking for the Brother¬ 
hoods, it has been seen that innumerable labor leaders, as individ¬ 
uals, became publicly active in partisan politics in 1928. Many 
state and city labor organizations came out for one candidate or 
the other, but almost invariably any outspoken partisanship of 
A. F. of L. leaders, unions, and organizations was exerted for 
Governor Smith. Several Railway Brotherhood leaders, John L. 
Lewis, and various obscure union leaders at a lower level spoke 
out for Hoover. Support came to the Democratic candidate from 
some state federations, from a fair number of international unions, 

w Based on an analysis of Brotherhood periodicals from 1919 to 1928. Much at¬ 
tention was paid McAdoo in Labor previous to the Democratic convention of 1924. 
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from many local unions (especially those in and near New York), 
and from some city centrals. Such organized labor bodies as these 
seldom endorsed Hoover. 

Trade union leaders agreed on the importance of electing 
friendly legislators to Congress and to state offices. The general 
attitude (not always this clearly expressed) was, “Your union is 
the most dependable weapon you can wield in your battle for 
economic freedom, but second only to the union is your ballot.” 97 
As an idea, this would gain increased attention in ensuing decades 
when the money and effort exerted by union bodies to influence 
members in the casting of ballots would reach large figures. 

Political pronouncements of unions and union leaders remained 
on a high plane in spite of the emotional issues which marked the 
campaigning of some partisans of 1928. Union periodicals were 
almost wholly free of slurs or slanders on the personal characters 
of Hoover or Smith, nor was the Catholic issue stressed to the 
detriment of the Happy Warrior. The prohibition issue, swaying 
union leaders in both directions, was too tender for much union 
journal discussion. 

Union officials called their political activity of the time “non¬ 
partisan,” meaning that they did not support a party as such. But 
their policy called for maximum political pressure tactics and for 
comprehensive endorsements of candidates below the presidential 
level. Over-all, they hoped that at every level in the federal republic 
they were supporting “friends” and defeating “enemies.” 

The reluctance of many union leaders in 1928 to use the money 
or organizational machinery of trade unionism to further their 
personal preferences in the presidential contest needs to be noted. 
Such activity, they felt sure, would ultimately divide the labor 
movement to its detriment. Yet Daniel J. Tobin and many New 
York labor leaders correctly anticipated the opportunities ahead in 
forceful and partisan political action by organized labor. While 
some top officers agreed with Tobin and his fellow aggressive par¬ 
tisans on this, they did not concur with his determination that the 
Executive Council endorse Alfred E. Smith; his resignation from 
his position on that body dramatized differing viewpoints on the 

r ' Railway Conductor, VL (October, 1928), 472. 
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proper role of labor in national party politics. It has been seen that 
Socialists in some unions, particularly in New York City, visualized 
larger political opportunities for the American trade union move¬ 
ment—even new party formation. 

The majority of famous labor leaders, for whatever reasons, kept 
their partisan feelings on the Presidential race within close bounds 
in 1928. They did not convert the union press to partisanship in 
the national campaign, and their use of it in trying to influence 
races for Congress was restrained and inoffensive to the rank and 
file. As a result, it is only now, through minute historical investiga¬ 
tion, that the labor movement of 1928 can be identified to some 
extent with the success or defeat of any party or presidential candi¬ 
dates of that day. This cannot be said in the case of 1924, when 
organized labor had become as one with La Follette and suffered 
public ignominy in his crushing defeat. Finally, in the 1928 elec¬ 
tion, the amount of union money spent, quantity of partisan mate¬ 
rial printed, numbers of speeches made, and degree of general 
effort exerted were infinitely smaller in proportion to union mem¬ 
bership than would be true in the years to come. 

That organized labor leadership (other than among the railway 
union hierarchy) was linked with the Democratic Party in some 
states, and oriented in that direction in still others, over five years 
before the coming of the New Deal, is inescapably evident from 
the record. But labor union leaders of the day were very cautious 
about engaging in acting aggressively on the basis of their personal 
political beliefs. Few succumbed to the temptation to use their 
union positions to invade the citizenship rights of individual union 
members—which include the right to choose between parties and 
candidates, free of duress. It may be said, therefore, that whatever 
the pattern and intensity of labor’s party allegiance in the presiden¬ 
tial election of 1928, it was accompanied by considerable respect 
for the special obligations incumbent on trade union leaders in a 
democratic society. 



Chapter 12 


The American 
People Decide 


AS ELECTION DAY came closer, the Executive Council of the 
American Federation of Labor announced that there would be no 
change in its previously announced policy of neutrality in the Presi¬ 
dential race. 1 The declaration was not considered very newsworthy; 
indeed, labor had been little in the news, inasmuch as nothing 
dramatic like the formation of a farmer-labor or third-party move¬ 
ment had taken place during the year.- In an editorial, the New 
York Times had observed correctly that there would be no new 
minor party of any importance in 1928. Farm unrest was too local¬ 
ized, the prohibition issue a source of dissention, third parties 


1 New York Times, October 20, 1928. 

3 For what little minor agrarian-labor party activity there was in 1928, see the Tei- 
gan Papers, Minnesota Historical Society, and H. G. Teigan, “Independent Political 
Action in Minnesota,” American Federationist, XXXV (August, 1928), 968, which 
contains the allegation that the Minnesota State Federation of Labor had favored 
third-party action at its August’ 1927, convention. In late September, 1928, a Buffalo 
local of the Molders asked formation of a labor party at the International’s conven¬ 
tion, but the resolutions committee recommended nonconcurrence and the con¬ 
vention agreed. International Molders Journal, Convention Number, November, 
1928, pp. 139, 171. Similar resolutions often appeared in union conventions under 
the sponsorship of small radical groups. They were received with uniform indiffer¬ 
ence in 1928, except in certain New York unions. 

See also on minor parly conversation and planning the following dates in the New 
York Times: March 29; May 3; June 3, 24, 30; July 13; August 26; September 7; and 
October 11, 1928. 
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seldom popular in America anyway, and leadership lacking. With¬ 
out a Colonel Roosevelt or a “Fighting Bob” La Follette, nothing 
could be done. 

Doubtless a large number of citizens are in the mood to cry out 
a plaque o’ both your houses, and to wish that they had a new 
political agency through which to express their precise senti¬ 
ments; but from that feeling to the actual work of forming a new 
party is a big jump which very few of them will think of making 
this year . 3 

The points were well taken. Another important factor was the 
experience union leaders had obtained from independent party 
activities in 1924. They would not get similarly involved soon again 
if they could help it. 

Under the title, “Labor’s Nonpartisan Political Policy,” President 
William Green spelled out for union leaders in the American Fed- 
erationist the political philosophy which leaders thought best for 
the organized labor movement. It was an eloquent manifesto. 

Throughout its existence, the American Federation of Labor 
has followed a policy of nonpartisan political action from which 
it has departed only in real emergencies. This nonpartisan policy 
is in accord with the voluntary principles upon which the Ameri¬ 
can labor movement rests. American Labor has held the belief 
that a movement held together by mutual needs and interests 
and acting together, because they can accomplish through united 
action much more than as individuals, has stronger cohesive 
qualities and constructive possibilities than a movement which 
depends on any form of compulsion. 

The American Federation of Labor is based on a philosophy 
of voluntarism and distinguishes carefully between matters for 
individual decision and those on which the Federation should 
decide. Two matters which American traditions have made in¬ 
violate are the individual’s rights to choose his church and cast 
his ballot in accord with his own best judgment. 

America’s wage earners are from many lands and many na¬ 
tionalities. But though they may speak different languages, be¬ 
long to different churches, advocate different political methods, 
they have common economic problems for which they need the 
labor movement. The real solidarity of wage earners depends on 
wisdom in not jeopardizing common interests by dealing with 

'Editorial, “Without Leader or Issues,” ibid., May 23, 1928. 
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matters which are personal in nature. Every American citizen 
and therefore every trade unionist has a right to cast his ballot 
as his best judgment may direct. 

Should the American Federation of Labor endorse a specific 
party representative or platform, such action would in effect 
constitute a notification to union members that the movement 
expected them to vote accordingly. Should union members ex¬ 
ercise their rights as citizens and vote in accord with their best 
judgment contrary to the Federation’s recommendations, the 
seeds of discord and alienation from the union would be sown. 

The Executive Council of the American Federation of Labor 
in its recent meeting decided not to endorse either the Republi¬ 
can or Democratic candidate for President but to leave trade 
unionists free to act upon information furnished them. The 
American Federation of Labor has no votes to deliver, but it 
renders trade unionists the advisory service of furnishing the 
labor records of candidates. 

Our nonpartisan policy enables our economic movement to 
avoid the danger of splitting into groups over partisan political 
issues. 4 

Teamster President Daniel J. Tobin had not agreed with the 
traditional nonpartisan political policy. He had a great deal to say 
as election day drew near. An enthusiastic Smith supporter who 
carefully paid tribute to many aspects of Hoover’s character and 
career, Tobin had worked hard to get the New York State Federa¬ 
tion of Labor to endorse Smith. Before his own union’s convention, 
however, he refrained from outspoken views on the Presidential 
race and stressed the injunction abuse, ignoring personalities . 5 In 
the October Teamsters Magazine he wrote, “While the election of 
a suitable President is important and full discussion of this subject 
should be encouraged, workers must not forget that Congress is the 
lawmaking branch of government.” 6 This did not prevent Tobin 
from returning to his favorite themes in the next issue just in time 
to reach the homes of his readers before election day. Tobin went 
all-out. First, he was careful to say, “No one in this organization is 
in any way bound to vote except in accordance with the dictates 

* Editorial by William Green, President, American Federation of Labor, “Labor’s 
Nonpartisan Political Policy/* American Federationist , XXXV (September, 1928), 
pp. 1042-1043. 

6 Teamsters Magazine, XXV (November, 1928), 5-21. 

* Ibid., XXV (October, 1928), 2. 
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of his conscience.” There would be no hard feelings. Tobin would 
not keep silent on politics, however, for, unlike religion, the politi¬ 
cal issues and the people in office affected everyone “in this life.” 
And leaders should lead. Seeing and hearing more than others, 
they should say what was on their minds. Tobin reviewed many of 
his previous points about Hoover. He was “thoroughly honest,” 
was “reputed to have made his millions honestly”; he had proven 
capable of most unselfish public service; and his work as Secretary 
of Commerce would withstand any investigation. His very “brains 
and courage and determination” made Tobin fear him, for having 
promised to carry out the policies of his predecessors he would be 
sure to keep his promise. 

Smith was “a man’s man,” said Tobin, a person who had dealt 
with the multitude and fought for the common people. As a gover¬ 
nor he had placed legislation on the statute books which had been 
helpful “to the masses of the common people.” Tobin did not think 
that Samuel Gompers would have sat on the fence with Governor 
Smith in the race. 7 The man who would perform many significant 
services for Franklin D. Roosevelt in later years could say nothing 
too fine in 1928 about Alfred E. Smith. Tobin related that at a 
banquet given for the Executive Council by Smith at the Pennsyl¬ 
vania Hotel when Gompers was still alive, Smith had said, “Should 
I ever fail or forget the working people of America, should I ever 
prove untrue to the pledges I have made to the masses, should I 
ever believe myself to be greater than they arc, in my analysis of 
their needs, I hope should that time ever come, life will pass from 
me immediately. I have always endeavored to help the workers and 
whatever years are left to me shall be devoted to the interests of 
the people of America and especially to the toilers who comprise 
the great bulk of our American citizenship. I firmly believe in the 
aims and principles of the trade union movement.” Tobin said that 
Gompers had teemed over with enthusiasm and admiration for the 
great champion of the people’s rights. In an emotional and oratori¬ 
cal style which was passing out of fashion, Tobin showed himself a 
partisan among partisans: 

7 Ibid.. XXV (November, 1928), 1-5. 
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In all my experiences with men in public office, and I have had 
some in this and other countries; meetings with ex-Presidents 
Wilson, Taft, Roosevelt and Harding and with President Cool- 
idge; I have sat at luncheon with members of the House of 
Commons in England and the Reichstag in Germany, I have 
met the leaders who were considering the world problems in 
Geneva, Switzerland; I have sat in conference in Amsterdam 
with Labor officials from many of the countries in Europe, but 
I never met a man more human, one more sympathetic with 
the masses of working people, or one more desirous of helping 
the toilers than the governor of New York, Alfred E. Smith. 8 


II 

In an election-eve radio address. Hoover paid tribute to the 
American two-party system. His comments contrasted sharply with 
the stated views of the Socialist and Communist candidates, and 
there is no reason to doubt that his Democratic opponent would 
have been in full agreement with him on certain fundamentals: 

Our two great political parties have laid before you their prin¬ 
ciples and policies. And 1 am a believer in party government. It 
is only through party organization that our people can give co¬ 
herent expression to their views on great issues which affect the 
welfare and future of the Republic. There is no other way. 

Furthermore, it is only through party organization that we 
may fix responsibility for the assured execution of these promises. 

Ignoring entirely the Socialist and Communist candidates, Hoover 
presented in a few sentences his own basic beliefs: 

We are a nation of progressives; we differ as to what is the 
road to progress. . . . This election is of more momentous order 
than for many years because we have entered into a new era of 
economic and moral action, not only in our own country but 
in the world at large. Our national task is to meet our many new 
problems, and in meeting them to courageously preserve our 
rugged individualism, together with the principles of ordered 
liberty and freedom, equality of opportunity with that of idealism 
to which our nation has been consecrated. 0 

' Ibid., XXV (November, 1928), 5. 

0 New York Times. November 6, 1928. 
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In view of the savage criticism which the words “rugged individual¬ 
ism” would receive in later years, it must be observed here that 
most contemporaries do not appear to have found them offensive— 
much less humorous. They did not regard Hoover as a reactionary 
or the words callous or disgraceful. 

Hoover’s judgment on his opponent, in retrospect, was written 
in the spirit of true democratic liberalism which has separated self- 
government in the United States from that in many lands in the 
twentieth century: 

Governor Alfred E. Smith, the Democratic candidate, was a 
natural born gentlemen. Both of us had come up from the grass 
roots or the pavements, and from boyhood had learned the ele¬ 
ments of sportsmanship. During the campaign he said no word 
and engaged in no action that did not comport with the highest 
levels. I paid a natural tribute to him when speaking in New 
York during the campaign, and he did so to me when speaking 
in California. In after years, when I was often associated with 
him in public matters, we mutually agreed that we had one deep 
satisfaction from the battle. No word had been spoken or mis¬ 
representation made by either of us which prevented sincere 
friendship the day after election . 10 



Norman Thomas traveled from coast to coast, speaking daily on 
a schedule which saw him spend many nights aboard trains en- 
route to speaking engagements. 11 It has been judged that he could 
not get enough publicity to get his message a hearing, 1 -' and it is 
true that the newspapermen of 1928 did not consider the activities 
of a Socialist very newsworthy. 1:1 Thomas himself, however, is the 
authority for the statement that the publicity bureau of his party 


,u Hoover Memoirs. II, 198. 

" New Leader. July 21. August 4, 18. and September 29, 1928. He covered about 
fifty major cities from August 4 to late October. 

“Roy Victor Peel and Thomas C. Donnelly, The IV2S Campaign, an Analysis 
(New York. 1931), p. 96 n. This volume of analysis gives Thomas some attention. 

** The Literary Digest lost interest early in the campaign. "Socialist on the Marxian 
Great Divide,” XCVI (March 3, 1928), 18, and "Socialist Ticket.” XCVII (April 
28, 1928), 12, were followed the next January with "Socialist Slump," C (January 5, 
1929), 9. 
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“handled” ten thousand or more newspaper clippings about the 
party during the campaign. It is significant to note the satisfied 
appraisal of Thomas that not a single capitalist paper confused 
Socialism in 1928 “with Bolshevism or Anarchy.” 14 His audiences 
seem to have been made up of industrial laborers, old line social¬ 
ists, and persons from academic life, although it would be hard to 
establish the proportion of each. 15 One feels that his intellectual 
rather than emotional appeal was better suited to the college people 
in his audiences. 16 He certainly lacked the earthy quality of the 
largely self-taught former railroad worker Eugene V. Debs; yet the 
animated and ministerial style of Thomas on the platform can be 
said to have been quite effective. 

The attitudes and practices of two Socialist organs—the daily 
Milwaukee Leader and the weekly New Leader —need to be de¬ 
scribed momentarily. The Milwaukee Leader under the editorship 
of Victor Berger and with a front-page column by Oscar Amer- 
inger was far from “militant” in the sense of the word often used by 
the far left. It firmly supported the idea of Socialism triumphant at 
length through electoral victories at the ballot box. It ran little on 
the Communists. It quietly but surely supported the national So¬ 
cialist ticket, although it can quickly be sensed that no effect was 
being made to identify the candidacy of Berger with that of Thomas 
and Maurer. Pictures of the Socialist candidates were conspicuously 
absent from its pages. Postelection news of the defeat of Berger 
and the small showing made by Thomas were kept to subordinate 
articles when mentioned at all. Pleas for Socialism were kept on an 
abstract, futuristic, idealistic plane as a rule, although irony and 
humor, sharply pointed, were Ameringer’s daily stock in trade, and 
the editorial page called for public power, deplored graft, and por¬ 
trayed Democratic and Republican candidates as standing in identi¬ 
cal positions as fronts for industrialists and exploiters. Oddly enough, 
the latter were seldom named. Neither corporations nor individuals 

14 Thomas. "Why Not a New Party?” p. 149. 

The speech in Denver was said to have drawn about five hundred persons, largely 
industrial workers with "a sprinkling of sociologists.” New York Times, September 
22, 1928. 

lfl A judgment based on the semantics of Thomas in speeches of the day, and on 
comments by his colleagues in personal correspondence then and later. 
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were so labeled. The local city struggles of the Amalgamated 
Clothing Workers were given a good play, and Sidney Hillman was 
characterized in friendly fashion. 

Thus the Milwaukee Leader kept its Socialism well localized. A 
favorite respository was the editorial page, where signed features, 
many of them reprints, showed ideological slant. Ameringer s col¬ 
umn, and the sharply slanted bias of stories on Socialist Party 
activities, revealed the paper’s sympathies. Yet party business re¬ 
ceived little space compared with other news; it is clear that 
innumerable non-Socialists must have read the paper without undue 
concern over its political and economic views. Women’s activities, 
sports, financial news, and the usual advertising found in city 
dailies, were present—along with comic strips. 

The Milwaukee Leader was a paper in 1928 without a persecu¬ 
tion complex, although it plainly did not approve of the status quo 
It was alarmed over the rise of fascism abroad. It deplored United 
States policies in Nicaragua, and it pointed out, on occasion, that 
there was unemployment and maldistributed prosperity at home in 
America. It was, moreover, surprisingly provincial. If the Socialist 
Party had important New York City leadership or financing, the 
reader of the paper would scarcely realize it. If the editor was 
a reader of the New Leader, Socialist weekly, his own choice of 
reprinted items concealed the fact. When, on rare occasions, the 
columns of James Oneal, editor of the New Leader, were reprinted 
in the Milwaukee organ of Socialism, it was normally without 

indication of their origin. 

The New Leader was aggressive over Communist Party tactics 
and especially on the epithets of the Reds. The paper of Victor 
Berger had other concerns. Soviet Russia was not newsworthy, but 
the Graf Zepplein, German flyers, and certain other West European 
news got large headlines in Wisconsin. The U.S.S.R. was not the 
model. Russian “socialism,” to misuse the term, was not something 
to be described, analyzed, praised, condemned, or simply singled 
out in this newspaper in 1928. Nevertheless, both of these publica¬ 
tions were fully and avowedly organs of Socialist doctrine. E. J. 
Costello, editor of the Milwaukee Leader in 1930, wrote forth¬ 
rightly to the Socialist Party of the city, . . in the last analysis this 
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is a Socialist newspaper and Socialist news must have predomi¬ 
nance.” 17 In an editorial the paper told labor readers, ‘‘It is one of 
the sad commentaries of the labor movement in America that 
many workmen and women are unaware of the interdependence 
of trade unionism and Socialism.” And Socialist Congressman 
Berger advised Amalgamated members, ‘‘Fight with both hands, 
not with one hand tied behind you. You have two hands; the 
trade union is one and the Socialist Party is the other. When you 
cling to your union but forget to vote Socialist you are fighting 
with only one hand.” 1R Paul Douglas in a speech reported in the 
Leader called the Socialists the only “liberal political group” in the 
country not discouraged by the task of building a “labor party.” 
Workers plus urban intellectuals, “the two groups which will be 
benefited by the new era,” could readily adhere to the new frame¬ 
work, he said. 10 

James Maurer, Socialist vice presidential candidate, wrote in 
retrospect of the excitement of stumping for Socialism in those 
years. 

There is something fascinating about a speaking tour that 
never failed to get me. no matter how many 1 made. To meet 
old friends and acquaintances, to battle for the cause which I 
consider the one sure hope of a troubled world, to defy the 
myriad pigmy dictators whom custom and an easy-going people 
have allowed to grow up in our land—could there be a greater 
thrill? 

As the time to vote approached, the New Leader headlined 
across page one: “booze—banknotes—bigotry, the most de¬ 
graded PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN IN HISTORY DRAWS TO UNSAVORY 

close with reaction triumphant.” Since Hoover would win 
and Smith was out of the running, said the article, “may God have 
mercy on all of us poor folks for the next four years.” 21 Realistic 
Socialists had not expected miracles. Although enthusiastic com¬ 
rades talked of millions of votes and more serious students hoped 

17 Letter of June 24, 1930, Socialist Party of Milwaukee Papers. 

JM Milwaukee Leader, October 3, 1928. 

,w Speech reported in Milwaukee Leader, October 31, 1928. See Chapter IX, Note 
72. 

It Can Be Done (New York, 1938), 294, Maurer’s autobiography. 

- l New Leader, October 20, 1928. 
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for a million, old timers whispered half a million, wrote a Socialist 
columnist. “Now is the time for all good, valiant men to start plan¬ 
ning for our Party. We know most clearly what will happen two 
weeks from now. There will be a stupendous landslide for reac¬ 
tion.’’ 22 “I should have been very glad to have been elected as 
Senator,’’ said Norman Thomas two decades later, “and I should 
have been very glad to have been elected as President, but I never 
expected it.’’ 23 

For the Socialist Party the election was no triumph, whatever it 
might have meant to individuals imbued with optimism. Morris 
Hillquit judged some years later that in 1928 the party “touched 
the lowest point in its downward career.’’ 24 A myopic Communist 
critic who inventively described conditions in the United States for 
comrades in the world movement contended that the Socialist Party 
then had “less influence” than at any time in its history. 25 Certainly 
the party total of 264,608 votes 20 was unimpressive for a party 
which had approached the million mark eight years earlier. Yet 
visionary party leaders did not regard the effort as a failure or 
agree that the prestige of Socialism was at a new low. What if the 
New York Times called their vote “a poor showing?” 27 Hillquit 
said much respect had been won and considerable reorganization of 
the party accomplished. 211 Thomas insisted that hundreds of thou¬ 
sands of Americans who did not vote Socialist gained a better 
knowledge of the party and its aims. 20 Henceforth, he said grandil¬ 
oquently, the Socialist Party would be the “official opposition,” 
since the Democratic Party was “manifestly impotent.” The only 
intellectual opposition to the capitalism of Herbert Hoover, he 

°S. A. dc Witt, ibid., October 27. 1928. For a preconvention prediction by Hill¬ 
quit between one and five million votes, see New York Times, April 8, 1928. 

“Thomas to Oral History Project, Spring, 1949, p. 48. 

24 Loose Leaves From a Busy Li/e (New York, 1934), p. 323. 

*J. Louis Engdahl, "The Capitulation of the Petty Bourgeoisie in the American 
(U.S.A.) Election Campaign," International Press Correspondence, VIII (Vienna, 
November 2, 1928), 1430. 

* Edgard Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896-1932 (Stanford Univer¬ 
sity, 1947 edition). A total compiled by the party claimed 268,624. The American 
Labor Year Book, 1929, gives 267,835 votes. For a worthwhile study of the Socialist 
Party vote since 1900, see Cortez A. M. Ewing, Presidential Elections from Abraham 
Lincoln to Franklin D. Roosevelt (Norman, Okla., 1940), pp. 122-126. 

” Editorial, "The Socialist Vote," New York Times. December 15. 1928. 

01 New Leader. November 10, 1928. Also Loose Leaves From a Busy Life, p. 323. 

“New York Times. November 7, 1928. 
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claimed, had come from his party. 30 Perhaps best of all, the way 
had been cleared for the “realistic political alignment” his comrades 
sought. 31 The party was reorganized, some inactive Socialists were 
back in the fold, and a foundation for action had been laid. 32 Yet 
paid membership increased little. 33 

Crusaders and idealistic theorists in the party seemed to derive 
pleasure from having gone down in the course of fighting the good 
fight. 34 James Oneal counted on young men in college to work, 
now, to destroy the two-party alliance of “upper-class” politics. He 
was happy that the leaders of the unions had been carried down in 
the crash, since he thought (correctly!) that “most of them outside 
of the railroad brotherhoods” had supported Smith. A humiliating 
wound hdd been inflicted on the labor movement. 35 

To the editors of the World Tomorrow the Socialist candidates 
had won universal respect, the platform had been realistic and 
appealing, and the campaign had been waged with intelligence and 
vigor. The party might yet be the radical wing of a more general 
progressive party. It was just too bad the country had not been in 
an “experimental mood.” Political revolt had just not been in the 
air. 36 And so it went for the Socialists with prosperity in the air. 
In coming years many of their ideas would come into their own. 


IV 

The basic statistics of the election of 1928 may be summarized 
quickly. 37 Hoover carried 40 states with 444 electoral votes, while 
Smith won in eight states with 87 electoral votes. The Smith states 

30 Ibid., November 8, 1928. 

81 New Leader , November 10, 1928. 

32 Maurer, l( Can Be Done, p. 293 

William H. Henry to Daniel Hoan, November 13, 1928, Hoan Papers. 

34 Note, for example, the rhapsodic air of an open letter to Thomas printed under 
his picture in New Leader , November 3, 1928, in anticipation of certain defeat. 

33 Editorial, “The Significance of the Election,” New Leader, November 10, 1928. 

34 Editorial, “The Socialist Vote,” World Tomorrow, XII (Feburary, 1929), 55. 

37 Official election figures by counties may be found for the period 1896 to 1944 in 
the following volumes by Edgar Eugene Robinson: The Presidential Vote 1896-1932 
(Stanford Univ., 1947 edition) and They Voted for Roosevelt: The Presidential Vote , 
1932-1944 (Stanford Univ., 1947). It may be noted that reviewers of these volumes 
in the American Political Science Review and the Annals of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Science intimated that election statistics should be drawn from 
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were Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Georgia, South Carolina, Ala¬ 
bama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas. Hoover received 21,- 
391,993 votes to 15,016,169 for Smith. 4 * Norman Thomas polled 
about 264,608 votes for the Socialist Party and William Z. Foster 
obtained about 43,917 votes for the Workers (Communist) 
Party. 30 All the minor parties in the campaign combined received 
a total of only 397,288 votes, 40 a mediocre showing by any meas¬ 
urement. (See adjoining tabulation of the vote.) 

The election of 1928 was a decisive and resounding Republican 
victory. In every section of the nation Hoover ran ahead of Smith. 41 
Yet Governor Smith received 40.8 per cent of the vote, and in 
thirty states he received more votes than any previous Democratic 
candidate. This would have been more remarkable'if it had not 
been for an increase in the size of the vote from 1924 to 1928 of 
about eight millions. Thus women’s suffrage and increased voting 
interest, rather than a mere population increase, brought the 1928 
total to nearly twice that of 1916. Roosevelt found it worth re¬ 
membering that Smith polled at least six million more votes than 
any previous Democratic candidate, while the Democratic increase 
over 1924 was larger than the Republican. 42 (This was a some¬ 
what tricky evaluation in view of the C.P.P.A. inroads into the 
Democrats in 1924.) A Catholic Chicagoan was less sanguine. 
“Though we may have been prepared for defeat on the election 
to the presidency, we surely were not prepared for so overwhelming 
a rout.” 43 Certainly the Democratic candidate won only 912 
counties compared to Hoover’s 2,172, while Hoover led in 215 
counties (mostly in the South), which had never before been won 

these volumes in preference to other sources. Numerous mistakes in previous com¬ 
pilations, even in the additions on official returns, have been corrected. 

The present writer has prepared a table of election figures by states from the first 
of these volumes. Sec Table 1. 

** Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896-1932, p. 46. 

39 Compiled from ibid., pp. 379-399. See Table 1. 

*' Ibid., p. 46. 

41 Professor Robinson divided the nation into the following sections: New England, 
Middle Atlantic. East North-Central, West North-Central. South Atlantic, East 
South-Central. West South-Central, Mountain, and Pacific. Hoover led in each. 

42 Roosevelt to Catherine A. Broderick, Greenwich, Conn., December 8, 1928, 
Roosevelt Papers. 

4,1 A Chicago educator to Frank P. Walsh, November 7, 1928, Walsh Papers. 
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Table 1. THE VOTE FOR PRESIDENT IN 1928* 


State 

Workers 

Republican Democratic Socialist (Communist)- 

Party Party Party Party Total 

Alabama . 

. 120,725 

127,808 

444 


248,977 

Arizona . 

. 52,533 

38,537 


184 

91,254 

Arkansas . 

. 77,788 

123,140 

435 

322« 

201,685 

California . 

. 1,162,323 

614,365 

19,595 

112* 

1,796,656 

Colorado . 

. 253,872 

133,131 

3,472 

675 

392,242 

Connecticut ... 

. 296,641 

252,085 

3,029 

738 

553,118 

Delaware . 

. 68,860 

35,354 

329 

59 

104,602 

Florida 

. 144,168 

101,764 

4,036 

3,704 

253,672 

Georgia 

. 65,423 

129,604 

124 

64 

231,404 

Idaho . 

99,848 

53,271 

1,329 

• • • 

154,448 

Illinois . 

1,769,141 

1,313,817 

19,138 

3,581 

3,107,489 

Indiana 

848.290 

562,691 

3,871 

321 

1,421,314 

Iowa . 

. 623,570 

379,011 

2,960h 

328* 

1,002,581 

Kansas 

. 513,531 

192,988 

6,205 

320b 

713,039 

Kentucky 

. 558,064 

381,070 

783 

288 

940,521 

Louisiana 

. 51,160 

164,655 



215,833 

Maine . 

. 179,923 

81,179 

1,065 

• • • 

262,167 

Maryland 

301,479 

223,626 

1,701 

636 

528,348 

Massachusetts 

775,566 

792,758 

6,262 

2,461 

1,577,823 

Michigan 

965,396 

396,762 

3,516 

2,881 

1,372,082 

Minnesota 

. 560,977 

396,451 

6,774 

4,853 

970,976 

Mississippi 

. 26,244 

124,539 

. . J 


151,591 

Missouri 

. 834,080 

662,684 

3,739 


1,500,845 

Montana 

113,300 

78,578 

1,667 

563 

194,108 

Nebraska 

345,745 

197,950 

3,433 

• • • 

547,128 

Nevada 

18,327 

14,090 



32,417 

New Hampshire 

115,404 

80,715 

465 

173 

196,757 

New Jersey 

925,285 

616,162 

4,866 

1,240 

1,548,195 

New Mexico 

69,707 

48,211 


158 

118,076 

New York 

2,193,344 

2,089,863 

107,332 

10,876 

4,405,626 

North Carolina 

348.923 

286,227 



635,150 

North Dakota 

131,419 

106.649 

936 

. c 

239,846 

Ohio 

1,627,546 

864,210 

8,683 

2,836 

2,508,446 

Oklahoma 

. 393,746 

219,174 

3,924 


618,127 

Oregon . 

205,341 

109,223 

. . k 

.. d 

319,942 

Pennsylvania 

2,055,382 

1,076,586 

18,647 

2,039e 

3,159,612 

Rhode Island 

117,522 

118,973 


283 

237,194 

South Carolina 

3,188 

62,700 

47 


68,605 

South Dakota 

157,603 

102,660 

443 

224 

261,857 

Tennessee 

195,388 

157,143 

567 

94 

353,192 

Texas 

367,242 

340,080 

658 

209 

708,189 

Utah .. 

94,618 

80,985 

954 

46 

176,603 

Vermont 

. 90,404 

44,440 



135,191 

Virginia 

164,609 

140,146 

250 

179 

305,364 

Washington 

335,844 

156,772 

2,615 

1,541 

500,840 

West Virginia 

375,551 

263.784 

1,313 

401 

642,752 

Wisconsin 

544,205 

450,259 

18,213 

1,528* 

1,016,831 

Wyoming 

. 52.748 

29,299 

788 

• • • 

82,835 

TOTAL 

.21,391,993 

15,016,169 

264,608 

43,917 

36,805,450 


* Compiled from Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896- 
1932 (Stanford University, 1947 edition), pp. 379-398, 133-379. 
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Special Cases 

1. The Workers (Communist) Party did not appear on the ballot 
under its own name or any other party label in the following states: 
Alabama, Idaho, Louisiana, Maine, Mississippi, Nebraska, Nevada, 
North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Vermont, and Wyoming. 

2. The Socialist Party did not appear on the ballot under its own 
name or any other party label in the following states: Arizona, Louisi¬ 
ana, Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico, North Carolina, Rhode Island, 
and Vermont. 

3. None of the following state totals were included in the total given 
the Workers (Communist) Party by the present writer: 

a. Arkansas: Independent Party, 322 

b. Kansas: Independent Party, 320 

c. North Dakota: Farmer-Worker Party, 842 

d. Oregon: Independent Party, 1,094 

e. Pennsylvania: Labor Party, 2,687. Foster and Gitlow ran on 
two party tickets in this state. 

4. The following figure was included in the total for the Workers 
(Communist) Party in spite of the fact that the party label was dif¬ 
ferent: 

f. Wisconsin: Independent Workers Party, 1,528. 

5. Notes (g) and (h) refer to the fact that these two figures did 
not appear on the official state returns used by Professor Robinson. 
The figures came from the World Almanac. 

6. Notes (j) and (k) refer to the fact that neither of the following 
state totals was included in the Socialist Party total: 

j. Mississippi cast 264 votes for Elector Rogers. 

Some published compilations give these votes to the Socialist 
Party. 

k. Oregon cast 2,720 votes for a Socialist Principles—Independent 
Party. 

7. Note 1. indicates write-in votes only. 

8. Note (m) indicates that because of the above exclusions and the 
notes for various tiny parties the four party totals do not add to the 
gross total. 

by a Republican. 41 Of the 409 counties won by La Follctte in 
1924, Smith succeeded in carrying only 43. Peel and Donnelly 
concluded from this that the Progressives of 1924 were “only Re¬ 
publicans in disguise.” 45 Yet the 1924 ticket which had included 

“Ibid., pp. 34,25.24. 

“Roy V. Peel and Thomas C. Donnelly. The 1928 Campaign. An Analysis (New 

York, 1931), p. 122. 
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Democrat Burton K. Wheeler for Vice President made inroads on 
both major parties, tending to pull from Democrats in the East and 
Republicans in the West. That its total had also included the 
Socialist vote is evident. Whatever was the case earlier, in 1928 it 
seems possible that Hoover got the bulk of the Progressive Repub¬ 
lican vote in the Middle and Far West. 

One must not laugh off certain other interpretations of the vote. 
An eighty-year-old Minnesotan, after a trip to Iowa, found it “most 
astonishing to see so many houses where the vote is divided be¬ 
tween husbands and wives. My guess is that should Hoover be 
elected it will be largely due to the woman’s vote.” 46 The validity 
of this guess is unknown. That Smith succeeded at all in carrying a 
bloc of deep Southern states may be attributed in part to the 
prevalence of the reasoning of a Mississippian. 

One thing that will always keep this section in the Democratic 
fold is the negro. A real split between the whites would bring 
him back into politics, and any person who has ever been here 
very much and observed the question will realize the white peo¬ 
ple cannot afford to split in politics to the extent of creating two 
major parties here. 47 

Again, one is at a loss to pass judgment. 

V 

When Senator Copeland was asked why Smith had been de¬ 
feated, his reply was an all-time classic: “It was simply that the 
Republican arguments appealed to more voters.” 48 No one can 
quarrel with this basic fact, for the Republican position had been 
a strong one. The Smith candidacy had many weak points. Still, the 
special factors—religion and prohibition—remain and cannot be 
passed off lightly. 

Analyses of the vote by contemporaries stressed the vital impor¬ 
tance of prosperity, prohibition, and religion—but not always in 
that order. The scope of this study does not make it possible to 

“ L. C. Barnett to Roosevelt, October 22, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 

47 An attorney, Lexington, Miss., to Roosevelt, October 20, 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
** Senator Royal S. Copeland of New York, New York Times , November 8, 1928. 
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present here a new interpretation of the relative importance of the 
prohibition and religion factors. 40 That they existed and wee of 
much importance cannot be repeated too often. James D. Phelan 
of San Francisco, a keen observer, judged: 

The secret of the debacle, doubtless, can be traced to religious 
and, independently, the "dry” sentiment which was injected into 
the campaign. It has been said out here that Smith’s weakness 
came from his “relatives.” "Uncle” Wall Street was too friendly 
to awaken the enthusiasm of the radicals and progressives; 
moneyed support, in their minds, aroused suspicion, and "Anti" 
Prohibition, “Anti" Catholic and “Anti” Tammany created a 
wide-spread and hostile sentiment which did the rest. 5 " 

Frank P. Walsh, deeply experienced in such matters, opined, "Re¬ 
ligion and the prosperity bunk proved Smith’s undoing.” 51 From a 
female part of the lunatic fringe in the nation came recriminations; 
a former Virginian, she “of course” voted for Hoover, she wrote 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, for “you betrayed us and your church and 
your own friends for your own ambitions. In your heart you knew 
Americans would not elect an ignorant Irishman, both wet and a 
Catholic. We will do the same to you in 1932.” 5 - (Little did she 
know!) 

It is the opinion of the writer, in spite of such quotations, how¬ 
ever, that prosperity was the vital issue; Hoover would have won 
regardless of the two other factors of major importance. That pros¬ 
perity had meaning for union members, for example, has been 
evident throughout this book; it will again be discussed shortly. 


‘“The following analyses of this famous election, although sometimes conflicting, 
are helpful: Peel and Donnelly. The IV2S Campaign, An Analysis; Robert M. La 
Follctte, Jr.. “Election Reveals New Forces Set in Motion." La Folleues Magazine. 
XX (November. 1928), 161-162, and “Progressive Vote in 1928," ihut.. XXI (Febru¬ 
ary, 1929), 17-18; the following articles in Current History. XXIX (December. 
1928): A. B. Hart. “Presidential Election of 1928" and "Aftermath ol the Flec¬ 
tions"; Patrick Henry Callahan. “Religious Prejudice in the Election"; John A. Ryan. 
"A Catholic View of the Election"; James Cannon. Jr.. "Causes of Governor Smith s 
Defeat"; Fabian Franklin. "Analyzing the Election Results"; Simon Michelet, An 
Analysis of the Vote in the National Election,” ibid., XXIX (l-ebruary. 19_ ). 781- 
785; Richard Thomas Loomis. "Alfred E. Smith and Religion in Politics: I9_4- 
1928" (Unpublished Master's thesis in History. Stanford University. 1948). 

“Phelan to Roosevelt. February 9. 1928, Roosevelt Papers. 
tl Walsh to Joseph B. Shannon, November 13 , 1928. Walsh Papers. 

“Name withheld (an M.D.) to Roosevelt. November 16. 1928. Roosevelt 1 apers. 
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While it is important to try to answer definitively the question of 
how organized labor finally voted, this is manifestly an impossible 
question about an election which predated the polling techniques 
and the increase in political information that came in later years. 
In the 1930s and 1940s sufficient evidence existed to make it 
possible for one investigator to conclude that more than two thirds 
of union members normally voted Democratic. 53 Contemporary 
postelection analysts in 1928-29 were little interested in how 
union members voted, nor did they consider the results a victory 
or defeat for the unions—unlike 1920, when there was much opin¬ 
ion that the election marked a defeat for Samuel Gompers. 54 

It was only natural, perhaps, for postelection expressions of 
gratitude to be exchanged between union leaders and political 
figures, and their wording is poor evidence of how union men 
voted. Still, both Key Pittman and Burton Wheeler thanked the 
A. F. of L., the Montana senator saying, “the farmers, miners, 
railroad men, and laborers stood by me in great shape and were it 
not for their loyalty to me I am sure I could never have attained 
such a splendid victory.” Copeland expressed his appreciation, and 
David 1. Walsh told the A. F. of L., “This endorsement contributed 
greatly to solidifying the membership of your organizations. That 
has been a main factor in my election.” 55 Among telegrams going 
the reverse direction was President Green’s to governor-elect 
Roosevelt, “Congratulations on your election. I rejoice with your 
host of friends upon your great victory.” 50 

Since it can be assumed that the bulk of the members of the 
American Federation of Labor lived in cities, the nature of the 
“urban vote” is therefore of particular interest. An effort was 
once made to determine the relative importance of some of the 

George Gallup, “How Labor Voles," Annals of the American Academy of Politi¬ 
cal and Social Science, CCLXXIV (March, 1951), 123-1924. “It is difficult, perhaps 
impossible, to measure precisely what effect the endorsement of a political candidate 
by union officials will have on the political thinking of the membership." (Page 123.) 
The Literary Digest poll was fully 9.9 per cent inaccurate, leaning Republican; this 
was termed a source of future “serious mischief." Fabian Franklin to New York 
Times , November 26. 1928. 

Based on an extensive examination of the New York Times for the election of 
1920. See especially November 5, 6, 8, 17, 18, 1920. 

Letters and telegrams in A. F. of L. Papers. 

^ Green to Roosevelt, November 8, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
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factors present in the election of 1928, including the urban factor, 
by utilizing statistical methods." The study of Professors Ogbum 
and Talbot did not give direct consideration to union membership, 
industrialization, prosperity, the injunction, or the tariff. What it 
did for 173 Northern and Western counties was to consider the 
relative importance of five factors: prohibition, religion, urbaniza¬ 
tion, party regularity, and foreign birth. After “equalizing the 
counties statistically, four of the five factors were held constant in 
order to study the influence of the one remaining. The idea was to 
see how much of an increase or decrease would appear in each 
case in the size of the Democratic Party vote if the factor singled 
out for study were to be increased by ten per cent. 

The following changes were noted for each factor: 

Democratic Democratic 
Increase, % Decrease, % 


Prohibition 4.1 

Religion 2.8 

Party Regularity 1.8 

Foreign Birth 0.5 

Urbanization 0-8 


What this means is that increasing the number of “wet” voters by 
ten per cent would have increased the Democratic vote by 4.1 per 
cent; increasing the Catholics by the same amount would have 
brought less of an increase. Thus prohibition was very important; 
religion less so. And the study seems to say that, other things being 
equal, urban areas would tend to support Hoover slightly more 
than Smith. How valid are these conclusions? 

The present writer does not challenge the study on its statistical 
procedures, although others have done so. There is doubt about 
the value of the criteria the investigators used for measuring pur¬ 
poses. In determining urbanization, for example, they accepted the 
dictates of census figures available to them; that is, they considered 
as urban any place over 2,500 population. From the viewpoint of a 


m William F. Ogburn and Nell Snovs Talbot. "A Measurement of the Factors m the 
Presidential Election of 1928." Social Forces. VIII (December 1929). 175-183 Long 
after my analysis of Ogburn and Talbot first appeared 1951) a soph * ,c g*- d { 
scction of its statistical methods reduced its general validity. See Ruth C. Silva. 
Rum, Religion, and Notes: 1928 Reexamined (University Park. Pu.. 1962). 
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student of unions, of industrialization, or of the appeal the candi¬ 
date “from the city streets” might exert on fellow urban products, 
the figure 2,500 is unrewarding. Nor is that all. Other criteria 
were equally subject to severe questioning. The student of the elec¬ 
tion of 1928 should not use the study of Professors Ogburn and 
Talbot without carefully considering such limitations in each case 
and then drawing his own conclusions. 

The “foreign-born” figure included persons born in every foreign 
country. Those who freely predicted that Smith would be supported 
by naturalized citizens had in mind a stereotype: a Catholic from 
Italy or other Central and Southern European countries who was 
accustomed, probably, to wine on the table—or a German who saw 
no moral issue in the drinking of beer. To include immigrants from 
Great Britain, Canada, Scandinavia, the British Empire countries, 
Mexico, and elsewhere dilutes the factor. Moreover, what propor¬ 
tion of these foreign born were registered voters? 

In obtaining their “wetness” factor the investigators enlisted the 
aid of a Literary Digest poll taken in 1922. The serious social, 
economic, and political inadequacies of these polls were not gen¬ 
erally understood in 1931, before the poll of 1936 predicted the 
victory of Governor Landon. Again, in the selection of their states, 
the investigators chose those in which they could obtain an idea 
of sentiment on prohibition, that is, states where division on the 
question had forced a referendum. States where less division or 
more division among the people on the matter had made such 
referenda unnecessary were not used. On religion, it need only be 
pointed out that the border and Southern states were excluded from 
consideration. 

These points are not offered as criticisms of the methods of the 
pioneering Social Forces study, and there is no question of “error” 
or misrepresentation involved. The investigators apparently used 
the best figures they could find and they made the most of what 
they had. It is merely suggested that the study is not clear-cut 
because its sources are not clear-cut. Thus the investigators used 
the Democratic vote of 1920 as a measuring stick for “party regu¬ 
larity,” but the issues in that election cut across party lines to 
some extent. 
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It may be noted that in spite of these objections, the study is 
said to have high “predictability,” that is, it can be used within 
about six percentage points to predict the vote for counties not 
included in the study, so long as those counties are in the same 
states. Six points can cause a serious error in a country of tradi¬ 
tionally narrow voting divisions, however, as the pollsters have 
since discovered. 

The conclusions drawn in the study on the matter of urbaniza¬ 
tion follow: 


The urban influence was not as strong for Smith as many persons 
seem to think. Hoover carried many cities and large ones, in¬ 
cluding Chicago, for instance. . . . The election does not seem 
to have called forth any special rural or urban influence as such 
for either side. 5S 


Against this judgment may be placed the fact that Smith carried 
such cities as St. Paul, St. Louis, Cleveland, San Francisco, New 
York, Boston, San Antonio, and New Haven. He “ran a strong 
race” in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Detroit, Omaha, and 
elsewhere/* 1 ' And one cannot safely ignore so strong a private state¬ 
ment as that of a Los Angeles labor official on local labor sentiment 
in October, 1928, “There is no Hoover sentiment apparent at all 
in the ranks of Labor in this city.” Still, since union members 
were in 1928 in such a small minority (even in New York), the 
city vote need not be considered in any real sense a measure of 
union membership voting. 

Must the observer of labor in politics admit finally that no one 
knows how the rank and file of union members voted in 1928? It 
might be possible to shed some light on the matter it certain infor¬ 
mation were available. For example, if A. F. of L. and Brotherhood 
membership figures of the day were available by county residence, 
they might be utilized in conjunction with the county voting figures 


Ogburn and Talbot. "A Measurement of Factors in the Presidential Election of 
1928," p. It7. But see Dr. Silva, pp. 42 IT. 

“■ Peel and Donnelly. The /928 Campaign. An Analysis, p. 121. Interesting statis¬ 
tical material appears in Samuel J. Eldcrsvcld. -The Influence of Metropolitan Party 
Pluralities in Presidential Elections Since 1920," American Political Science Review, 


XU 11 (December. 1949). 1189-1206. 

■' Secretary, Los Angeles Central Labor Council, to William Green. October 16. 
1928. A. F. of L. Papers. 
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provided in the volume by Professor Robinson. Some interesting 
results might emerge. If it were to appear that the higher the union 
membership the higher the Smith (or the Hoover) vote, the results 
might have justified the great effort involved. 

Entering into the realm of conjecture, it seems reasonable to 
believe that a fair proportion of union leaders and interested mem¬ 
bers were swayed toward Smith in New York City and New York 
State, in Chicago, and in other areas where city centrals, state 
federations, and large unions endorsed the Democratic candidate. 
But how many union men can be considered interested? Appar¬ 
ently only the handful who went through a ritualistic series of steps, 
that is, who attended meetings of the union, read its magazine, 
listened with respectful attention to the advice of union officers, 
and, in short, held their union membership to be of greater impor¬ 
tance than other aspects of their daily existence, can be regarded in 
such a light. The present writer has absolutely no idea how many 
such “union-oriented” members there were in 1928 with regard to 
political matters. How many have there been in Presidential Elec¬ 
tions held in the years since that time? And is the number growing 
or shrinking? 

It is altogether probable that the working men and women of 
the United States divided their votes between Smith and Hoover 
much as did nonunion voters with similar social and economic 
characteristics. Judging from the sweeping Hoover victory, it is 
probable that a majority of union members supported him. The 
bare statistics show that the conceptualized American “proletariat” 
and “workers with hand” almost completely ignored Thomas and 
Foster. All in all, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, 
it is impossible to conclude that in the election of 192S the voting 
of union members was unique. In any case, the niggardly voting 
for the Socialist and Communist causes has special meaning; that 
is, if there was a significant class struggle in the United States in 
1928, it did not show itself in the only true measurement that exists 
in a true democratic republic: the final count of votes secretly cast 
for the candidates of legal political parties in an election held in 
accordance with the written or unwritten constitution. 



Chapter 13 


The Backwash of 
a Presidential Election 


ON ELECTION NIGHT and the days that followed, prominent 
participants discussed the political meaning of what had occurred 
in 1928. Norman Thomas thought there had been no unmistakable 
mandate from the people. The major parties had not been dis¬ 
tinguishable from one another.' An editorial in the New York 
Times inclined to similar views, asserting that all the traditional 
issues had been abandoned, platforms had read alike, candidates 
had spoken much the same, and foreign observers had seen nothing 
but prohibition separating them.- Just before the election, on the 
other hand, a Smith partisan had discerned a basic cleavage, saying, 
“The difference is between the conception of the Democratic can¬ 
didate who believes in the regulation of business by Government, 
and the conception of the Republican Party which has led to 
control of Government by business.” 1 Such narrow observations 
were not well made, for there were clearly discernible (and less 
sensationalized) differences between both candidates and parties, 
as has been made clear in these pages. 

‘ New York Times, November 5, 1928. 

1 Editorial, "The Two-Party System," i/ml.. November 15. 1928. 

1 Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, in ibid.. November 4. 1928. 
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I 

The Democratic Party had been defeated by a decisive margin. 
Governor Smith pointed out, however, that his party was the old¬ 
est political organization in the United States. Only half a million 
votes “properly distributed” would have given an Electoral College 
majority. A ten per cent change in the popular vote would have 
meant a Democratic popular majority. He considered the minority 
to be “a live, vigorous and forceful” party. 4 The Baltimore Sun 
urged its readers to note that the worst beaten Democratic candi¬ 
date of modern times in the electoral vote, had received a higher 
percentage of the popular vote than Cox or Davis. The party was 
not dead, and it would continue to dominate in the South. 5 The 
New York Times agreed, saying more truly than it knew, “At the 
first serious slip, whether that comes a year, two years or three 
years from now, an Opposition [to the Republicans] will spring 
from the earth again like the men of Roderick Dhu.” 0 Such had 
been the history of the American two-party system. “The closeness 
of this perennial contest gives plenty of continuing hope to both 
parties,” said the Times later, “and affords ample proof that there 
is not likely to be a perpetual majority under a single party label in 
this country.” 7 

Progressive Republicans took pleasure in the results. Senator 
George W. Norris stated that the Progressive cause had been given 
a complete endorsement. s La Follette considered that his followers 
had the positive duty to continue their activities “unflagging and 
unabated,” 0 for not a single Progressive candidate for the Senate 
had failed of re-election. He was glad that Senator Shipstead— 
whom he called the father of the anti-injunction bill in the Senate— 
had been re-elected. 10 

4 Ibid., November 14, 1928. 

'•'Baltimore Sun. (Independent), quoted in ibid., November 8, 1928. 

n Editorial. “Future of the Democratic Party,” ibid., November 11, 1928. 

7 Hud., December 26, 1928. 

" George W. Norris, “The Meaning of the Recent Election," La Follette Magazine, 
XX (December, 1928), 181. He emphasized Senatorial races, not the Presidential 
race. There were seeds of trouble for the new President in the attitude of some Pro¬ 
gressives. 

“Editorial, "Election Reveals New Forces Set in Motion.” ibid., XX (November, 
1928), 162. 

Ibid., pp. 161-162. 
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As for A1 Smith, he had held his last public office. “I heaved a 
deep sigh of relief,” he wrote a few months later, “and felt that I 
was coming into a new freedom it had not been my pleasure to 
enjoy for a long while.” 11 He was in the national tradition as he 
said in a postelection statement, “The American people have ren¬ 
dered their decision. 1 am a democrat, and 1 firmly believe in the 
rule of the majority.” 12 

Labor leaders must have viewed the results wtih mixed emotions. 
William Green promptly wired Hoover, “Congratulations upon 
your most decisive election.” This was easily the most formal of 
the twenty-six greetings published with it. At the convention of 
the American Federation of Labor in New Orleans late in Novem¬ 
ber, the Executive Council’s report on its political activities in 
1928 was approved unanimously by the delegates. 15 When it was 
rumored that Governor Smith, vacationing in Mississippi, might 
address the convention, the delegates demonstrated noisily. He sent 

his regrets, however. 

Daniel J. Tobin, his decade of hopes for Alfred E. Smith dashed 
to the ground, voiced an irritated post-mortem. Readers of the 
Teamsters Magazine were told that labor’s forces had been divided 
in the election. The workers had not been fully organized politi¬ 
cally, and no special enemy had been singled out for defeat. Tobin 
explained, somewhat prophetically, how he thought a nonparti¬ 
san” political policy should be conducted. 


Simply sending out a statement stating that a certain repre¬ 
sentative or senator voted against certain Labor measures docs 
not get very far. Fighting an enemy of Labor means that " KI 
should be sent into the district and an intensive campaign of 
opposition should be started against that mdividual, whether 
be . . Democrat or Republican. It would be better for he 
people to defeat one or two of its dyed-in-the-wool cnem.es than 
to scatter whatever strength it has promiscuously over a large 
territory and succeed in defeating nobody. . . . 


iSsSSsarA-sasss 


mcnl in this instance. 

« American Federation of Labor Proceedings, -4* 
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This sort of action, in my judgment, is sufficient to make the 
average member of the house or senate pay very little attention 
to the forcefulness of Labor or to its demands or requests. How¬ 
ever, perhaps out of the maelstrom there may come a better 
understanding, a brighter day. Perhaps continued utter defeat of 
the aspirations of Labor may arouse the rank and file of the 
membership from that lethargy which seems at the present time 
to have absolute control of the workers. I am not discour¬ 
aged. . . . M 

John P. Frey told his Molders union that farmers made noise about 
their troubles; labor should do likewise. Then the injunction would 
get some attention. 1 •'* In the 1930s and later, Tobin and others 
would have, and seize, their chance to invigorate union political 
activity. In the meantime, there were leaders in the Federation 
who emerged from 1928 without his pessimism. 

When the Executive Council brought in a full report on the 
1928 results at the Toronto convention in 1929, for example, a 
more pleasant aspect was placed on the Congressional picture. In 
the House, 135 representatives with 100 percent legislative records 
were said to have been elected, plus 110 whose records were 
termed exceedingly fair. It was not generally known, said the A. F. 
of. L.. that thirty-nine Senators boasted 100 per cent prolabor 
records; fourteen of these had been elected in 1928. Fifteen Sena¬ 
tors, in addition to the 39, were said to have fair records. Yet 
thirty-two Senators, on the other hand, rarely voted for labor 
measures. “The Senate is the most democratic branch of Congress. 
The Executive Council does not join with the croakers who are 
continually denouncing the United States Senate.” The real trouble 
in Congress was said to lie in unfavorable leadership in the House, 
some of it “extremely reactionary.” All in all, the nonpartisan 
policy of the Federation was said to have proved its worth more 
and more each year. 1 ' 1 

Alter the assumption of labor to power in Great Britain in coali¬ 
tion with the Liberal Party, William Green was invited to write an 
article on the political policies of American labor. He wrote de¬ 
cisively that while he was pleased, he could not picture similar 

4 Teantsiers Magazine. XXVI (December, 1928), 11. 

International Molders Journal. November, 1928, 150. 

,0 A K of L. Proc eedings . 7929. 88-89. 
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independent political methods in the United States. He described 
the far different geographical and racial problems in his own coun¬ 
try, and asserted that American labor had developed an effective 
method of meeting its political needs. Persons in both parties had 
always been willing to help labor. Furthermore, “We believe that 
the progress of any one group is interdependent upon progress in 
all other groups.” 17 The election of 1928 had done nothing, it 
appears, to shake Green's confidence in traditional pressure methods 
so long as they continued to be better organized. 

W. C. Roberts, A. F. of L. legislative representative, told Green 
in blunt language what he thought. Attacks on the policies and 
officers of the A. F. of L., he said, come from “socialists, com¬ 
munists, college professors, and the intelligencia generally. The 
meat of the attacks was always the refusal to form a Labor Party. 
“I think all the attacks can be answered in one article showing 
who it is that is objecting to labor's policy and that they are 
obsessed with the determined purpose to destroy the American 
Federation of Labor.” And a Labor Party would do just that. “If 
the American Federation of Labor will start a Labor Party all 
these people now attacking us will endorse us," Roberts judged 
wryly. 18 It was, by and large, an astute analysis of the situation in 
that day, although it was silent on such matters as craft versus 
industrial unionization and other key differences of opinion among 
students of labor at the time. 

Two postelection political suggestions by labor leaders retain 
particular interest. President Green suggested that the A. F. of L. 
would have to get busy and organize women workers. It would be 
well, he said, to profit by the fact brought out during the campaign 
that women had been “a determining factor." As voters, women 
were being recognized by the parties. A. F. of L. unions should 
recognize their potential political power. 11 * The other vastly pro¬ 
phetic point was raised by Daniel J. Tobin, who recalled that his 
New York Teamsters had sent a check for $3,000 to Chairman 


17 William Green. (Headline): "A Labor Party Here?-Green Says No.' " New 

York Times, August 4, 1929. F i> m ors 

*■ Roberts to Green, a memorandum. February 27. 19.9. A. F of L. Pi pe - 
•» William Green. "Women Workers." American Federanomsi. XXXV (Decern tr. 


1928 ), 1430 - 1431 . 
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Raskob for the Smith campaign and that small amounts had been 
contributed by Teamster bodies around the country. “This is a 
new system,” Tobin said, “which in time will work to the advan¬ 
tage of trade unionists.” Once, unions had their hands out, palm up, 
in a campaign. The new idea, “my idea,' 5 said Tobin, was to have 
labor support its friends financially. “Only in this way can labor 
ever expect to get anywhere, and this does not mean that it is neces¬ 
sary that the candidate shall belong to any special party.” 20 The 
years ahead would see a remarkable extension of this idea, until 
labor would be a financial force in presidential politics (whether 
publicly partisan or not). In 1928 the Washington bureau of the 
Republicans issued over 1,300 news and feature releases and 
printed 80 pamphlets in about 50 million copies; the Democrats 
did likewise (150 different pamphlets) in an unknown number of 
copies. 2 ’ In later elections, organized labor alone would seek to 
exceed such totals. 


II 

After the election there continued to be interest in Socialist 
circles in somehow building a mass party. Certain liberals or pro¬ 
gressives with pleasant memories of 1924 also felt the old urge. 
“What about forming a progressive party at an early date?” 
wrote one of these. 22 The building of a new party by the Socialists 
was to be accomplished, if possible, at the expense of the Demo¬ 
cratic Partyr ' But the Democratic Party organization was neither 
conveniently dead nor dying. It was true that the party had received 
only 40.8 per cent of the vote. Yet the party had polled more votes 
than ever before, and it actually led the Republicans in more 
counties in the North, Middle West, and Far West than it had in 


Teamsters Magazine. XXVI ( December, 1928), inside fronl cover. 

- l Casey, “Party Campaign Propaganda,” pp. 100-102. 

A manufacturer’s agent to I rank P. Walsh, November 5, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 
“Labor Movement Faces the Crossroads,” New Leader , November 17, 1928. 
“How About That New Political Party?” ibid.. November 24, 1928, Thomas, quoted 
in New York Times . November 26, 1928. Louis Stanley, “A Trade Union Movement 
Without Idealism,” New Leader. December 8, 1928. Thomas, “Why Not a New 
Party?” North American Review \ CCXXV11 (February, 1929), 143-150. 
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the three-cornered contest of 1924. 24 During the campaign Senator 
David I. Walsh had stated after visiting national headquarters of 
his party, “For the first time in many years we will have a Demo¬ 
cratic campaign organization this year to match the Republican in 
effectiveness and influence.” -'* Chairman Raskob, Franklin Roose¬ 
velt, Mrs. Roosevelt, and others had breathed new life into the 
party organization, and this did not die with election day. Socialists, 
having themselves stressed the virtues of organization, might well 
have treated that of the venerable Democrats with greater awe. A 
leading Communist saw the truth more clearly than some in post¬ 
election weeks: 

Is the Democratic Party dead? Far from it. Mr. Smith had about 
15 millibn votes. Fifteen million votes arc not to be sneezed at 
in American politics. It is the biggest vote a defeated American 
presidential candidate ever got.- 0 

A quiet meeting of Thomas supporters was held on December 
15 to discuss opportunities in new party action. A form letter from 
Paul H. Douglas, Sherwood Eddy, and Norman Thomas said, 


It seems highly important that we begin now to plan a campaign 
of political education that will bear fruit at the election four 
years hence. It has occurred to us that it might be advisable to 
form an American Fabian Society under some appropriate name, 
composed of men and women who arc equipped to write on po¬ 
litical subjects and who are desirous of building an effective op¬ 
position party in this country.-* 

Among those at the meeting were Paul Porter, Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Morris L. Ernst, and Oswald Garrison Villard.*" Thomas told the 
group, “It ought to be possible for Socialists and Progressives to 
get together.” United around a Douglas-drafted statement of prin¬ 
ciples, the League for Independent Political Action was born. 
Douglas would soon dedicate a book, The Coming of a New Party 


24 Edgar Eugene Robinson. The Presidential Vote. 1896-1932. pp. 27. 25. While 
many counties were lost in the South, this was temporary. 

IE-—" "'<• Co.. Vll (December. 192*,. 

™ Form letter addressed to Frank P. Wait,!,. October 31. 192* Walsh Paper,. 

» James Oncal. Some Pages of Party History (New York. 19.4 .), pp. 8 . 



288 


[x] LABOR POLITICS IN A DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 


(New York, 1932), to Thomas. The New York State Liberal Party 
and Labor Party of later years were having their intellectual birth 
pangs.-'-' Organization would be absolutely essential, wrote 
Thomas, 3 " and the Socialists took steps to ease this by revising their 
constitution to make it simpler for non-Socialists to affiliate. 31 In 
the next election (the mayorality contest in New York City), 32 the 
party stressed local issues, hoping that the larger goal, the socialist 
state, might be realized in future years. 

Norman Thomas was unable to reach the emotions of union men 
in 1928, although he campaigned from coast to coast and succeeded 
in polling a quarter of a million votes. Intense voter interest in the 
personalities of Hoover, “the great engineer,” and Smith, the candi¬ 
date from “the sidewalks of New York,” had been too much for his 
ministerial training. He had fought like a drowning man to be heard 
against the tide of interest in the prohibition question and what 
some thought was the impending arrival of the Pope in American 
politics. 33 In common with many another intellectual, Thomas had 
deplored religious prejudice in the campaign. 34 Over and over he 
said the worker needed political organization. Really strong unions 
can only come, said the Socialist candidate, in company with 
philosophy and spirit which would express itself in the political 
field. Surely the workers could see that they would have to get their 
own party. The nation was looking to labor to bring the new and 
happier social order. 35 The labor party w'ould be the “tool,” the 
"instrument to use in erecting that city of our dreams.” 30 In an 
essay, “The Poor Old Democratic Party,” Norman Thomas con¬ 
tinued to seek a political realignment that would bring “a conserva¬ 
tive party representing the interests of a comparatively small class 


- v Sec Waldman, Labor Lawyer, pp. 284-299. and Hugh A. Bone. ‘‘Political Par¬ 
ties in New York City," American Political Science Review, XL (April, 1946), 272- 
282. 


"Thomas, "Why Not a New Party?” p. 148. 

" "The Socialists Loosen Up." World Tomorrow, Xll (March, 1929), 105. 

Waldman. Labor Lawyer, pp. 179-180; New Leader, December 8, 1928. 

11 These two questions were "spiritous” and "spiritual" matters far removed from 
the real business of politics, said a party spokesman. New York Times, July 14, 1928. 
“ Lor one of his strong protests, see New Leader, October 6, 1928. 
l " Norman Thomas in a standard address delivered while on tour in the West. New 
Leader, September 28, 1928. 

"'Thomas to International Ladies Garment Workers convention. May 14, 1928, 
l.L.G.W.U. Proceedings. 1928, 101. 
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of owners” on the one side, and “a radical party representing the 
interests of the producing masses both as workers and consumers” 
on the other. 37 The Socialist Party would produce the latter, some¬ 
how. ‘‘Even as early as 1928, when I ran for President,” said 
Thomas much later, ‘‘it was with the view of creating a nucleus or 
spearhead or a focal point (use any figure of speech you will) for 
a grouping like the British Labour Party, adapted to American 
life.” And in the perspective of two decades, he judged: 

A certain number of ideas I have succeeded to a certain ex¬ 
tent in getting out. But the thing I wanted to do was to build a 
party, which need not necessarily have called itself the Socialist 
Party, but in it Socialism would have been the vital element. It 
would have been like the C.C.F. Party in Canada, like the British 
Labour Party, except I don’t want it dominated as extensively 
by unions as in Britain. That hasn’t happened. Whether what I 
wanted will be achieved in other ways by what I thought was 
impossible, namely, the transformation of the Democratic Party, 

I don’t know; it’s conceivable. 38 

Can we now say with precision why the Socialist Party cam¬ 
paigned in 1928? The evidence seems clear enough. It was to make 
sure that its action in bowing to the Progressive label four years 
before *® would not make the United States forget its name. It was 
to keep its methods and its beliefs separate from those of the Com¬ 
munists in the public mind. It was to spread the party doctrine 
abroad in the land and expose “inadequacies” of capitalism. It 
was to build new Socialist leadership to fill the void left by the 
death of Debs. It was to try to attract the support of Progressives, 
liberals, or others who might be tired of their old political homes in 
the Republican and Democratic parties. It was to expose the 
alleged similarity between the old parties on major economic issues. 
It was to try to break organized labor away from support of the 
major parties and from its traditional "nonpartisan policy. 

Above all, it was to entice labor into forming a new party in 
company with farmers, and under Socialist leadership, thus destroy- 


17 Milwaukee Leader editorial page. November 20, 1928. 

Thomas to Oral History Project, Spring, 1949, p. 147. 

“The C.P.P.A. got on the ballot in some states like California, however, by using 


the name of the Socialist Party. 
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ing the traditional two-party pattern in America. In the Executive 
Committee, Socialist Party, meeting of November 25, 1928, a new 
Committee on Labor and Labor Organizations was formed to 
'‘establish friendly relations between the Socialist Party and organ¬ 
ized labor; to encourage and assist in all efforts to organize the 
unorganized; to aid in Labor struggles and to state the Party’s 
position on all matters pertaining to Labor policy and Labor 
needs.” 40 

During the campaign of 1928 Norman Thomas put the over-all 
goal succinctly: 

To awaken the desire for that party, to show labor what is and 
what might be, to sound forth again the trumpet call that shall 
never sound retreat, that is the purpose of the Socialist Party in 
America as in every country, in this as in every campaign. 41 

The Socialist state was the ultimate goal and the balanced two- 
party system in America the chief obstacle to its attainment. A 
great working-class party composed of strong trade unions but 
guided in important things by Socialist leaders would be the politi¬ 
cal weapon which might one day bring the longed-for socialist state. 

Norman Thomas did not get what he wanted, then or later, and 
his enthusiastic admirers should weigh carefully his own retrospec¬ 
tive appraisal: “I consider that my career in certain respects has 
very definitely been a failure. The things I cared most about I have 
not succeeded in doing, but I don’t believe that my failure has been 
utter. It’s not such a terrible failure that everything is black!” 42 
When, in 1952, Thomas added specific re-evaluations, his meaning 
is clarified. “The working class is not the Messiah which some of us 
thought,” he then said. State ownership should not be pressed too 
far, for even under the most democratic theory and practice the 
State will become “too huge, too cumbersome.” With six Socialist 
Party Presidential nominations and sixty-eight years behind him, 
Thomas found that the American economy had developed “room 
in it for individual ownership and individual effort.” And the 
Socialist Party should abandon the nominating of candidates for 


Minutes, New York City Meeting, November 24-25, 1928. 
*' /Yew Leader. September 22, 1928. 

'-Thomas to Oral History Project, Spring, 1949, p. 147. 
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political office. Still, education of unionists would remain a worth¬ 
while endeavor, since many modifications in the economy were 
necessary despite the passage of years. 4: ‘ But these second thoughts 
lay decades beyond 1928. In the light of conditions as they saw 
them at that time, the Socialists wanted two things: frontal attacks 
on the economy (Socialism), and a drastic change in the political 
system (a mass party). But the year 1928 was an unfriendly en¬ 
vironment in which Socialists might expect to maneuver their 
theories into the scheme of things. 



As American Federation of Labor leaders faced forward after 
the election, the slogan “Double Union Membership in 1929“ was ^ 
their curiously unrealistic watchword. The welfare activities of 
automobile industry employers were severe handicaps to union 
expansion. While the organization of the South was said to be 
essential, this too was a dream. It was admitted that 1928 had seen 
fewer injunctions than previously, but President Green promised 
that “the full force and power of American labor" would be exerted 
to try to influence Congress to grant relief from this major enemy. 
There would be no compromise with the Communists—those who 
sought “the destruction of the organized labor movement and 
would substitute therefore class war and class hatred. The A. F. 
of L. Executive Council told itself reassuringly, “As economic 
statesmen, we arc doing a constructive work second to no other 
group in the country.” 44 President Green stated goals before the 
assembled union delegates at New Orleans: 

We are fighting that men and women might so appropriate to 
themselves the opportunities which our free institutions afford, 
that they may occupy that place in life to which their abilities 
and qualifications fit them. 4 r * 

The election of 1928 had not altered the nature of the issues facing 
labor; it had not changed the determination of the labor leaders to 


« Norman Thomas. “Democratic Socialism—A New Appraisal,” quoted in San 

Francisco Chronicle, February 23, 1952. _ 

New York Times . November 18. 19. 21, 1928. A. P. of L. Proceedings. p. 7. 

Ibid., p. 7. 
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meet them; and it had not modified to any great extent the tactics 
which would be used in seeking orderly change in the status quo. 

In a pamphlet issued a few years later (1931) the Executive 
Council of the American Federation of Labor reviewed the political 
policies organized labor had followed for the past fifty years and 
found them good. The Federation was thought to have made nu¬ 
merous contributions to the political field. Measures advocated had 
been designed “to put principles of democracy to actual practice.” 
The secret ballot, women’s suffrage, primary laws, the initiative, 
referendum, and recall, and the direct election of senators had been 
labor-supported measures, according to the report. 40 While scarcely 
an impartial, complete, or satisfying version of American history, 
there can be little doubt that organized labor had been, in fact, a 
considerable aid to the reformers of the progressive era. In per¬ 
spective of several years since 1928, the Executive Council felt 
that the “nonpartisan technique” had fostered both the spirit and 
the purposes of democracy. Wage earners had been able to secure 
action on vital principles “without institutionalizing their political 
strength. Nonpartisan politics had brought labor a determining 
influence in elections and in the enactment of laws, the union 
leaders claimed expansively! Reactionaries who “lacked a broad 
vision of national progress” had been kept from office, so that 
“constructive representatives” might be elected. 

Such bald assertions were, in their wording, typical of the long 
habit of union leaders to equate “unions” with “workers,” and 
"good” government with “pro-labor” government. 

The American Federation of Labor leaders claimed additionally 
that through the years they had exerted an influence on the selec¬ 
tion of judges “who conceive of justice as equity in the concrete 
problems of life and work and not merely as a system of prece¬ 
dents.” Much Federal and state legislation had been successfully 
attained; still, official labor policy in the past had been to avoid 
the extension of government regulation and control to private in¬ 
dustry. Whenever government engaged in fact-finding or the pres¬ 
entation of services, it was a “help without hindrance.” The first 

*" Pamphlet, Fifty Years of Service (n.p., A. F. of L., 1931), p. 14. The pamphlet 
consisted of pan of the Report of the Executive Council for 1931. 
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“The Election Is Over — Now What?" From United Mine Workers Journal 


half-century of A. F. of L. activity, in summary, was said to have 
helped prevent the crystallization of class barriers. The nation had 
been given “upstanding workers with the highest wage levels in the 
world and the highest standards of living.” The Federation would 
try to solve the problem of extending those gains to backward areas 
while continuing to advance standards for those “in the front ranks 
of progress.” 47 

A. F. of L. leaders had spoken out against the court injunction 
repeatedly in the 1920s, and in 1928 they had made it their pri¬ 
mary rallying point. They had gone to great effort to gain passage 
for the Shipstead Bill in the Congress. After the election, fortified 
by the counsel of a battery of legal consultants (as has been seen), 
a new bill gradually came to supplant the old one. For this bill the 
Federation would rally the support of Progressive Republican Rep- 

41 Fifty Years of Service , pp. 14-15. 
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resentative Fiorello La Guardia and Progressive Republican Sen¬ 
ator George Norris. 

In 1932 the Norris-La Guardia Anti-Injunction Act was passed 
by a Democratic and Progressive Republican controlled Congress 
and signed by a Republican President. 48 The Congress contained 
virtually all of the legislators supported by labor leaders in 1928 
and again in the Congressional elections of 1930. The nonpartisan 
method had brought the grand prize. The act in wording and in 
practice proved all-embracing on injunctions. It kept the Federal 
courts from utilizing injunctions aimed at curtailing labor activities 
during a dispute, by covering (allowing) almost all forms of 
labor conduct during a dispute, regardless of the harm it might 
cause. Writes Charles O. Gregory, the recognized authority on 
labor law, “for the first time in the federal area unions were free to 
exert organizational pressures against employers who did not yet 
recognize any union and did not employ union members.” It was 
“the most far-reaching piece of labor legislation enacted to that 
time.” A dozen states would subsequently enact similar laws. 49 
Indeed, it was “the most pro-union piece of legislation ever enacted 
by Congress. r ‘° In two cases, Lauf vs. Skinner and Milk Wagon 
Drivers vs. Lake Valley Farm Products, the Supreme Court would 
prevent inferior courts from evading its provisions. 51 

Organized labor thus emerged victorious, for that day and time, 
in its long struggle to conquer the injunction, yellow-dog contracts, 

ts Some textbooks intimate that President Hoover signed the bill “with reluctance.’ 1 
During the campaign of 1928 he had said in his acceptance address, “We stand also 
pledged to the curtailment of excessive use of the injunction in labor disputes.” Ex¬ 
cept that Hoover asked for and obtained the judgment of his Attorney General that 
the bill was constitutional (a perfectly proper action), there has been adduced no 
factual basis for allegations that the President longed to veto the bill. 

40 Charles O. Gregory, “Labor Law,” Encyclopaedia Britannica (Chicago, 1957), 
XIII, pp. 548-9. 

w Charles O. Gregory, Labor and (he Law (New York, 1949, revised ed.), p. 469. 

M A half-dozen standard books of labor history or labor economics checked by the 
writer give no credit to the A. F. of L. for its long fight against the injunction when 
they discuss passage of the Norris-La Guardia Act. Some suggest, thinly, that Felix 
Frankfurter deserves the credit—for writing a book on the subject. Others credit cer¬ 
tain “experts” who helped the Congressional subcommittee. Yet each of these pro¬ 
fessors was originally asked by the A. F. of L. in summer, 1928, to interest himself 
in labor's problem. The bill would not have passed without A. F. of L. support, but 
this point is seldom mentioned by detractors. Philip Taft, op. ci(. % presents a clear 
and accurate picture on the matter, fortunately. 
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and alleged abuses by courts and employers long decried in 
speeches, articles, letters, and pressure brought to bear on candi¬ 
dates and officeholders. In this way, in the backwash of a Presiden¬ 
tial Election and without official national endorsement of a party 
or a Presidential candidate, did organized labor achieve its most 
emotionally expressed desires. 



Chapter 14 


Labor Politics in 
a Democratic Republic 


THE YEAR 1928 had come and gone, and with it departed an¬ 
other of the Presidential Elections required every four years by 
the Constitution of the United States. At every level of government 
during the year, vast arrays of elective officials in office had been 
forced to offer themselves up to the judgment of the electorate at 
the ballot box, for there were other citizens who challenged their 
right to continue to govern; these also appealed to the electorate 
to help them achieve their objective. In most instances both the 
incumbent candidates and those who contested their future right 
to the administration of government office were nominees of politi¬ 
cal parties. Those parties were normally the Republican Party, 
born on the eve of the nation's Civil War, and the Democratic 
Party, descended from Jefferson and Jackson. Also contesting at 
the presidential level were a Socialist Party in existence since the 
turn of the century, and a Communist Party in its second campaign 
—both organized bodies with aspirations for power. All four would 
live on after the ballots were counted. 

They consisted of small amounts of physical assets, rented build¬ 
ings and typewriters, bank accounts and debts, and temporary files 
of correspondence in a number of parts of the nation. Additionally, 
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the parties were composed of handfuls of salaried party workers 
and, more importantly, persons who held committee office in the 
party at national, state, county, and precinct levels. These party 
committeemen (and some women) were the party organization. 
The votes from 1928 had hardly been counted before some leaders 
among these politically astute people began to plan—some more 
actively than others—for the inevitably forthcoming Congressional 
Election of 1930 and the more distant but no less constitutionally 
inevitable Presidential Election of 1932. 

The victorious party nominees of the 1928 election, meanwhile, 
rested briefly preparatory to being inducted into the offices they 
had won, or, if re-elected for new terms, they returned "to work” 
as had been their custom before the counting of the votes. 

Elsewhere in American society in November and December 
the leaders of many pressure groups totaled up the election score 
and studied it to see whether past months of earnest effort— 
through meetings, resolutions, visits, letters, smiles, and threats 
had resulted in net gains or losses in group prestige and power. 

The voters—the ‘‘electorate’'—having duly registered as party 
members, and thinking of themselves as somewhat partisan to party, 
to candidates, or to particular issues, quickly calmed themselves 
and waited for their elected representatives to do their duty. The 
voters were prepared to sec victorious candidates they had opposed 
step forward to do their worst, confident that federal and state 
constitutions and laws would restrain excesses. The role of "the 
people” was temporarily at an end, although pen could still be 
taken in hand to express public discontent or enthusiasm. 

Such was the nature of the American democratic republic. For 
many decades it had operated in this way. The people (that part of 
them found eligible under the Constitution and the statutory pro¬ 
visions of the states) had stepped forward to cast their votes for 
representatives of their own choosing. In the republican form of 
government that obtained, the persons elected were going to take 
office and govern by and with the consent of those who voted and 
those who did not, those who supported, and those who opposed. 
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I 

Labor unions and leaders had participated in the election of 
1928 in the guise of an organized pressure group, as individual 
spokesmen, and in the indistinguishable form of several million 
voters. To a severely limited extent, labor had also played some 
other roles on the election stage. To show the interaction of “labor” 
and “party” at the time it will be necessary to discuss these briefly 
as abstractions. In this way some truths about “labor pressure 
group” liaison with the “political party organizations” of 1928 may 
appear more clearly. The A. F. of L. and the Railway Brotherhoods 
were unquestionably the labor group. And the four organizations 
bearing party names have been central to this story from its outset. 

The labor group seems to have played no part in the final selec¬ 
tion of Smith, Hoover, Thomas, or Foster to be nominees of their 
parties, although the railway union men did do what they could to 
defeat a Hoover opponent in the primaries. Still, party leaders 
undoubtedly gave thought to the acceptability of Smith and Hoover 
to labor, for they remembered how those who built the third-party 
movement of 1924 had gagged at Coolidge and Davis. The state 
labor federations tried early and late to influence the selection of 
nominees for the House and Senate, for governor, and for legisla¬ 
tive posts, but the degree of effort exerted was scarcely a semblance 
of that to come in later years. Union treasuries and membership 
were unequal to any such task at the time. 

Labor leaders strove manfully to influence the wording of 
particular paragraphs in the platforms of the major parties. Perhaps 
they succeeded to some degree, negatively at least, but by their 
own protestations it is evident that they felt they failed in their 
efforts. Trying to cast major party platforms in their own image, 
they seemed to fail. Not caring what was in minor party platforms 
in 1928, they nevertheless obtained, in absentis, pledges of alle¬ 
giance to many measures in which they believed—plus stalwart 
asseverations which they distrusted or detested. 

It has been stressed here that political party machinery consists 
chiefly of elected and appointed officials who make the party label 
function as a reality between and during elections. The labor group 
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put surprisingly little effort into infiltrating the influential, but re¬ 
mote, world of precinct, county, and state party committees in the 
late 1920s. Union journals of the day were almost wholly silent on 
the importance of such action, and guidance on “how to do it” was 
seldom offered by national labor headquarters or state federations 
except, perhaps, in New York State. The labor group seems to 
have visualized itself chiefly as negotiator with parties. The practice 
of having labor leaders seek party office (precinct or county chair¬ 
man, for example) was not officially furthered, although there is 
little doubt that, even then, labor leaders in some cities did this 
with some success. 

Union leaders in several Socialist-oriented cities of the day 
(Milwaukee, Bridgeport, Reading) certainly participated to the 
hilt in the Socialist Party internal organization. A few subordinate 
labor officials in some cities were undoubtedly members of the 
Communist Party organization, despite the heated blasts against 
such activity by top officials of their union hierarchy and the A. F. 
of L. efforts to expel such persons in the middle 1920s. 

In view of the inability of the labor leaders to agree fully at the 
outset of the campaign of 1928 on any single political party vehicle 
satisfying to their movement, it was impossible for them to have 
much tangible effect on the building of cither major party into a 
better-organized machine for nominating labor-sensitive candidates 
at the polls. A handful of individuals (Berry, Doak) did go into 
action early within the national headquarters of the Democrats and 
Republicans. Yet many labor leaders who publicly announced their 
partisanship during the year merely lent their names—and little 
else—to the party of their choice. They seemed to feel that one act 
relieved them of any obligation to put time or effort at the disposal 
of the candidate or party said by them to represent their choice. 
Dan Tobin of the Teamsters saw clearly the futility of such limited 
partisanship to a cause. Under the circumstances it is not surpris¬ 
ing that the record shows so few instances where labor leaders were 
consulted by party managers on details of party procedure. In 
later years labor leaders would come to be consulted on occasion 
by highly placed persons on “acceptable” Vice-Presidential candi- 
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dates and on party procedural matters, but in 1928 this was seldom 
the case. 

Few, if any, plums available for party distribution came as 
rewards to labor leaders after 1928. Even the Labor Department 
cabinet post—long sought by organized labor in vain—evaded the 
overeager Duncan, the apparently willing Lewis, and other promi¬ 
nent figures in the A. F. of L. and the Brotherhoods. But Daniel 
Tobin was well on the way toward important position and influence 
in Democratic Party circles in the Roosevelt Administrations of the 
future, where his long-expressed philosophy calling for labor to be 
financially and officially aggressive on behalf of its stated needs was 
more than welcome. 

The labor group did make some token contributions to party 
coffers in 1928. Here was a form of service to party destined to 
increase enormously in later elections. 

Publicity in the form of cartoons and editorials partisan to Con¬ 
gressional candidates was clearly a contribution of organized labor 
to party success in 1928. The newspaper Labor, in particular, was 
a powerful force widely distributed and quoted in other parts of 
the labor press. But the Presidential candidates profited but little 
from trade union literature in 1928; neither were they hurt, except 
for the candidates of the Communist Party, who were attacked on 
the few occasions they were noticed. 

From time to time, and in a rather matter of fact and perfunc¬ 
tory way, the labor group through articles in union journals urged 
members to register so that they might vote for candidates of their 
choice. Sources used do not report wholesale “get-out-the-vote” 
campaigns by city centrals, state federations, or very many unions. 
As William Green himself pointed out, the fact that women could 
and would vote and thereby might help or block union aspirations, 
was a factor largely ignored by the labor group. 

All in all, when one looks at the influence of labor in the election 
year from such point of view, it is not hard to see why Smith failed 
to come close to carrying many cities and states where he had, on 
paper, the "support” of organized labor. Nor does the observer 
wonder at the casual attitude that major party managers and even 
campaigners assumed toward all but the most vigorously reiterated 
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protests of injustice or of vital need from labor leaders who could 
then offer, after all, very little tangible support in a national election 
to a cooperative party and candidate. What believable threat could 
labor make at the time? When politicians spoke kindly of labor’s 
expressed demands in that day (bearing in mind all that has been 
said), it is clear that they did so because they ran for office in 
closely contested electoral areas or because they believed, as a 
matter of personal principle, in the validity of labor s expressed 

aspirations. 

II 

The particular political policy eventually chosen by organized 
labor for use in the Presidential Election of 1928 was the tradi¬ 
tional “nonpartisan” position. Candidates for President and Vice- 
President were not endorsed. Third-party formation was rejected 
or ignored. The fact of an American two-party system, where minor 
parties would come and go, was accepted without frontal challenge. 
An attempt was made by labor to utilize the possibilities thus 
offered for the bringing of pressure on parties and candidates, 
pressure designed to change laws and customs to accord with the 
desires of union leaders. 

Before the conventions, Smith and Hoover were considered per¬ 
sonally friendly to organized labor, with a decided edge going to 
the New York governor. The officers of the New York state federa¬ 
tion endorsed Smith for the Democratic Party nomination and 
asked other state federations to follow suit. The Railroad Brother¬ 
hoods rallied to the support of Hoover in certain state primaries 
in order to defeat Dawes—a candidate considered unfriendly. The 
Executive Council of the American Federation of Labor saw to it 
that the problem of endorsing candidates for the major nominations 

did not arise prematurely. 

The chief objective of the A. F. of L. in 1928 was to further the 
long struggle against the issuance of injunctions in labor disputes. 
Pressure was brought to bear on Congress in the spring to pass 
legislation to that effect. Although hearings were held and publicity 
was obtained, no law resulted at the time. Yet the groundwork had 
been laid. Articles and cartoons in the labor press, speeches by 
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labor leaders, and attention paid the injunction by various politi¬ 
cians all show the significance of the injunction. In New York, 
Governor Smith continued in 1928, as he had in previous years, to 
ask the Legislature to act to remedy this injunction problem. 

The leaders of the A. F. of L. appeared before the platform 
committees of the two major parties to present a list of their legis¬ 
latives desires. Hospitably received by both parties, they obtained 
more in the labor planks of the Democrats than the Republicans. 
The minority platform presented in the Republican convention had 
a far stronger labor plank than the one adopted by the majority. 
The A. F. of L. made no gestures toward the conventions of the 
Socialist Party or the Communist Party. 

As the close of the conventions, William Green indicated dis- 
satisfaction with both platform planks on the injunction grievance. 
The next hope was for more favorable stands by the nominees in 
their acceptance speeches, and both Hoover and Smith were in¬ 
formed of this, with Smith showing the deepest interest. At the 
Atlantic City meeting of the A. F. of L. Executive Council, in 
the meantime, the next political step for the unions was hotly 
debated. Should A1 Smith, deeply respected, be endorsed officially? 
(There was no chance at all for a Hoover endorsement.) Re¬ 
strained by lifelong Democrat William Green but spurred on by 
lifelong Democrat Dan Tobin, the Council resolved to sit out the 
Presidential race without overt partisanship. 

The appeal which Herbert Hoover made to wage earners in 
1928 did not give close attention to the specific demands of union 
leaders. He did not go as far on the injunction as they wished, 
and he did not mention unions or various of their favorite legisla¬ 
tive items. Many labor leaders shared in 1928 the fundamental 
beliefs of the Republican candidate on the proper relationship 
which should obtain between government and the individual. The 
A. F. of L. definitely wanted government to leave it free to settle 
its problems in its own way. This was in itself a rugged indepen¬ 
dence on the part of organized labor which would be abandoned 
gradually in the 1930s. 

The appeal of Governor Smith was framed with more attention 
to the desires of organized labor than was that of Hoover. Smith 
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had learned from many years as governor of an industrial state 
that it was worthwhile to heed the desires and complaints of state 
labor leaders. His speeches as a Presidential candidate showed 
awareness of the desires of national labor leaders, thus reflecting 
the influence of his experience in New York—as well as his own 
convictions on such matters. Smith's position on the injunction 
came far closer to satisfying labor leaders than did that of his 
leading opponent. The union leaders who supported the Republican 
candidate never said they did so on the injunction issue, but those 
supporting Smith mentioned it as a point in his favor. They often 
bragged about his prolabor record in New York State. 

There is evidence that unemployment was quite moderate in 
1928 and that it dropped steadily during the course of the cam¬ 
paign. The efforts of the Democrats to convince the nation that 
prosperity was mythical did not bring them tangible (or, in any 
event, measurable) results at the polls. 



There proved to be much outright favoritism toward the Demo¬ 
cratic Party in the nonpartisan policy of A. F. of L. and Railroad 
Brotherhood units in the election of 1928. Partisanship toward 


individual candidates was the rule rather than the exception in 
United States Senate and House races. The New York State Fed¬ 
eration of Labor was almost entirely partisan to the Democratic 
Party in state and national races, but other states often saw labor 
leaders dividing their support in various national and state races. 
High officials of a number of state federations permitted their 
names to be used by the Democratic National Committee, and the 
presidents and other officials of key A. F. of L. unions did the 
same. A few union conventions endorsed Smith officially, and many 
city centrals and local unions did so, especially in the Northeastern 
section of the country where Smith was well and favorably known. 
There is little evidence of similar action in behalf of Hoover. 


The Republican candidate had the support of a few labor lead¬ 
ers, especially in Railroad Brotherhood unions. Temperance senti¬ 
ment was a factor in alienating some of these leaders from the 
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Smith candidacy, for the railroad union leaders had a long tradi¬ 
tion of opposition to what they called “booze”; yet other union 
leaders (teamsters, bartenders, etc.) found Smith attractive on the 
same issue. 

Considering that he had been a two-term Democratic state legis¬ 
lator in Ohio, William Green preserved to a remarkable degree an 
air of personal impartiality. His reward for abstinence was the 
absence in postelection analyses and comments of catcalls that the 
defeat of the Democratic candidate was a defeat for organized 
labor. After the experiences of 1920 and 1924 this was a relief. 
No doubt the former delegate to several Democratic national 
conventions felt rewarded. 

The position of Daniel J. Tobin was that of an outright Smith 
partisan. Considering the enthusiastic support he would give 
Franklin D. Roosevelt in later years, the kind words he had to say 
about the character and abilities of Hoover have wry interest. 
Tobin wanted labor to pursue a more aggressive “nonpartisanship,” 
a word he clearly interpreted to mean its opposite. He urged that 
unions lend financial support to his political favorites, but there 
was little of this at the time. In 1928 the unions were not quite 
ready to take the plunge. 

The overwhelming victory of the Republican Party, its third in 
a row, did not crush the Democratic Party. Its administrative ma¬ 
chinery was, if anything, somewhat improved. Much hitherto cer¬ 
tain ground in the South had been lost, of course, but there were 
ample reasons to believe that the secessions were of the moment. 
The Socialist Party and the Communist Party were able to obtain 
only a small fraction of the vote, and there was no evidence in the 
voting trend figures to indicate a bright future at the polls for 
either organization. 

It does not seem possible to determine if a “labor vote” existed 
in 1928. In view of the large majorities Hoover received in every 
section of the nation, however, it seems inescapable that more than 
a majority of wage earners rallied to his support (or opposed his 
opponents). Union members and leaders who read union publica¬ 
tions regularly and weighed heavily the importance of the injunc¬ 
tion and the much noted prolabor record of Governor Smith may 
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have been thereby inclined to vote Democratic. The number of 
these “interested” union men cannot be estimated. 

The intra-union political propaganda circulated by A. F. of L. 
national headquarters to publicize its viewpoints was infinitely less 
than would appear in later years at the hands of labor s political 
committees. Its chief goal was to influence the outcome of particu¬ 
lar Congressional races. The Brotherhoods were more aggressive, 
relying on their weekly newspaper Labor to keep their policies uni¬ 
form. Extensive borrowing of cartoons and political material from 
this common source made Brotherhood journals take on a similarity 
of appearance, content, and viewpoint not always typical of A. F. 
of L. monthlies. The latter were united on the injunction, child 
labor and prison labor, immigration, and similar issues—but these 
had been customarily publicized for years. A. F. of L. union jour¬ 
nals almost completely failed as a group to take stands on Congres¬ 
sional candidates by name. Clearly, the political persuasion machin¬ 
ery of the greater A. F. of L. organization was entirely inadequate 

to its task in 1928. 


IV 


The Communist political alternative was rejected by union mem¬ 
bers and by the American people in general. It was denounced by 
the leaders of the A. F. of L. and was scarcely mentioned by the 
chiefs of the Brotherhoods. Those who bore the title of Presiden¬ 
tial or Vice-Presidential candidate were totally ignored. But Com¬ 
munist efforts to infiltrate or rival the orthodox unions were much 

noticed and loudly opposed. 

The Communists referred eonstan.ly in the 1920s to ■revolution” 
or “conflict” or “upheaval” as means whereby they would one day 
attain their ends. They evaded precise definitions. Their att.tu e 
toward democratic institutions—the courts, legislatures, aws, 
elections—was belligerent and antagonistic. They specifically re¬ 
jected any idea that they could muster the approval o majorities o 
voters—thus attaining power through the use of existing election 

machinery in the nation. 
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During the campaign the Communists of the United States were 
operating as a “section” of the Third International (Comintern). 
They obeyed the orders of its Executive Committee. The out¬ 
spokenly expressed purposes of the Communist Party in the cam¬ 
paign of 1928 were to mobilize the working class, to develop 
increased class consciousness, to abolish capitalism, and to bring 
about the “overthrow” of the “present form” of society. Existing 
laws and courts were called obstacles to be circumvented. These 
were the purposes and attitudes expressed by Communist candi¬ 
dates and party literature. Both stressed the fact that the workers 
could never vote their own “emancipation.” This point of view 
cannot be passed off as merely defeatist; though tiny, here was a 
recognizable menace to constitutions, compliance with laws, and 
the traditional machinery of self-government. 

The goal of the Socialist Party was openly and repeatedly said 
to be the creation of a socialist state. The method chosen to seek 
this goal was the nomination of candidates and participation in 
democratic elections. Unequivocably rejected as pathways to power 
were force, violence, or revolution. When Socialist leaders stood 
as candidates for political office, they felt that they performed an 
educational function on behalf of Socialism and thereby brought 
the socialist state nearer. This was considered true whether they 
won or not. While they cherished the hope that in 1928, or before 
too long, they might win offices as the candidates of their beloved 
Socialist Party, their real hope of attaining power, of gaining con¬ 
trol of the national and state governments, lay elsewhere. 

The Socialists anticipated that an alliance or a coalition might 
someday be formed between themselves, the trade unions, and the 
farmers. A new political party might be born of such an alliance! 
Since class-conscious “workers of the mind” would also be in¬ 
cluded, in theory, it seemed reasonable to expect that the “new 
party” would so outnumber the opposition as to continue to win 
elections indefinitely once power might at length be obtained. The 
new party—a “social democratic” party like those in Europe, or 
a “Labour Party” like that in Britain—would derive its ideology 
from the Socialists and much of its organizational strength from the 
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trade unions. This was the theory. The opposition parties would 
consist of any who opposed the Socialist program, presumably. 

In order to facilitate formation of the new mass party, Socialists 
worked and hoped for the creation of trade unions with greater 
numerical strength. Only as union organization reached a high 
point could political realignment be brought to pass. Meanwhile, 
union leaders and members would have to be educated to accept 
Socialist leadership and the idea of independent party politics as 
superior to the “nonpartisan” or pressure paths of years past. 
Morris Hillquit pointed out that the Socialists would have to make 
their peace with the “reactionary political policies” and “other 
objectionable features” of the A. F. of L., for backward though it 
might be, it represented “the political mentality of the organized 
labor movement of America.” The task of the Socialists was to 
aid, persuade, and educate the movement and not to knock it over 
the head.” 1 Socialists denied that as a party they had any inten¬ 
tion of seizing power within the unions or of setting up rival or 
dual organizations. In these matters they contrasted sharply with 


the Communists. F( . r 

The Socialist Party advocated extensive reforms in 1928. for 

this reason many of its most enthusiastic, vocal and effective pro¬ 
ponents were not themselves “class struggle pledge Socialists, but 
amateurs in politics whose interest was to further particular reforms 
contained in the Socialist Party platform (including a break-up o 
the existing parties). These persons were not necessarily dedicated 
to the idea of class struggle, nor were they uniformly and aggres¬ 
sively in favor of state ownership and operation of the means of 
production, communication, distribution, and of natural resource's. 
Thus there was a basic Socialist doctrine. (One must accept the 
Socialists at their word.) On the other hand, there was a listing of 
desired reforms, many of them later judged worthwhile, which the 
party of Debs and Thomas helped reformers to sponsor from time 
to time. The party sugar-coated some of its more bitter pills. 
Maurer told a Milwaukee audience, for example, that under So¬ 
cialism there will be more private property owned than under pres- 


th ; 1 s 

rebuke at an editorial that had been a - painful disappointment. 
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ent capitalism. But property used will be publicly owned.” 2 This 
seems to be a monumental evasion. 

Norman Thomas outspokenly reiterated his devotion to civil and 
religious liberties. There is no cause to doubt the depth of his per¬ 
sonal belief in democratic electoral processes. He simply did not 
believe that the creation of a large state machinery of appointive 
employees might take away individual freedoms. Nor did he think 
it would prove inefficient. The platform on which Thomas and 
Maurer ran lacked “economic theology,” and Thomas seldom dis¬ 
cussed Socialism in any detail or at much length. It does not appear 
that Thomas really faced the enormous problems that an attempt 
to impose his doctrine on a highly industrialized America would 
have entailed. He certainly suspected that the day when he might 
personally have the opportunity to put words into practice was 
many years off. Yet there was always the British example. Power 
might be his! In any case, Norman Thomas tended to concentrate 
in 1928 (and also in 1929, when he ran for mayor of New York 
City) on particular reforms. 


V 

A brief analysis of some reasons why the Socialist and Com¬ 
munist appeals to the trade unions brought such meager response 
in 1928 seems in order. Socialist and Communist leaders offered 
through the years many reasons for their failures (not including 
the nature of their doctrines) and former party members have sug¬ 
gested others. This writer will present, briefly, a point of view that 
seems plausible. 

The limited development of class consciousness in the United 
States was, in 1928, a primary obstacle to these two groups. Few 
Americans thought of themselves as “proletarians” or were willing 
to do so. The term “workers” was infrequently used as a class term. 
Largely responsible for this attitude were the size, riches, and 
resources of the nation compared with its population. Then there 
was the manner of its settlement by specially selected (often self- 

3 Milwaukee Leader, October 15, 1928. 
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selected) individuals, and the migration of its people, after arrival, 
into ever-expanding frontiers. Individualism had long been a na¬ 
tional trait The wide distribution of real and personal property 
among" property-conscious people made it difficult for Americans 
of the day to take seriously any who propagated the idea of collec- 
, ive ownership as a substitute for individual ownership. And state 
ownership seemed no more real as a goal. The fact that immigrants 
7 varied habits and languages had built America forced class 
consciousness to compete with group consciousness and awareness 
of race religion, and national origin. The curtailment of immigra¬ 
tion, on the other hand, had by 1928 made the Possessors of job 
feel more secure. The rates of naturalization were high those just 
ushered into citizenship must have been loathe to^attack wha t y 
had only just come to understand and respect. The c words 
American documents meant something personal to these new 

Moreover American industrial workers have long had the repu¬ 
tation of disliking or hating neither their jobs nor their employers 
to the extern common abroad. It was in 1928 that Bukharin sa d in 
Wnrld Concress of the Comintern that the American working 
"the mosfeonservative in the world. ' Conditions of employ- 
menVm ffic United States were then, inflniml,- superior to , ose m 

£ to 
.zat.onal worK and sometimes violent opposition 

tsa —- “ “ - - 

prising that they reaped their share of violence. 

» Quoted in Daily Worker. October 3. 1928. 


\ ^ 
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Both Socialists and Communists had acute organizational diffi¬ 
culties. The vast size of the nation made it difficult, even in a day 
of swift communications, to develop a sense of national unity in 
state groups whose leaders seldom saw each other. Internal fights 
and disagreements which stemmed from race differences, language 
barriers, and sectional feeling hurt both movements. The Com¬ 
munists were rent most of the time by highly verbalized internal 
factional fights—whatever the veneer of unanimity presented to the 
world. Personal dislikes were common. The one primary motive of 
the combatants was to be held in even momentary esteem by the 
Soviet managers of the Third International. Thus at one time of 
sharp argument among American Communist leaders, Joseph 
Stalin himself said the key men in the United States “section” 
were “guided by motives of unprincipled factionalism and place 
the interests of their faction higher than the interests of the Party.” 
Each of the factions in the “American section,” added Stalin in 
this speech to a World Congress of the Third International, base 
their relations with the Comintern “not on the principle of confi¬ 
dence but on a policy of rotten diplomacy, a policy of diplomatic 
intrigue.” 4 William Z. Foster was singled out by Stalin for special 
castigation. 

Communist organization, administration, and methods of ac¬ 
complishing objectives were in that day not of the best. The Com¬ 
munists were only too obviously agitators first, organizers second. 
They used a strange language peppered with unusual words, a 
means of communication totally strange to the defined “prole¬ 
tariat.” Several years after the election of 1928, one J. Tsirul wrote 
a vigorous official criticism of the way the American comrades 
performed their duties. 5 There had been, he said, a decline in 

1 Stalin's Speeches on the American Communist Party (May 6, 14, 1929) (New 
York?, Central Committee, Communist Party, U.S.A., 1930), p. 12. Rival radical 
groups thought it remarkable that this pamphlet should have been reprinted by those 
who were criticized. 

b S. [sic] Tsirul, The Practice of Bolshevik Self-Criticism ; How the American Com¬ 
munist Party Carries Out Self-Criticism and Controls Fulfillment [sic] of Decisions 
(New Yo'k, September, 1932). A pamphlet reprinted from the magazine Communist 
International, IX. Inside title page: "The Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of the U.S.A. wishes to give this article the widest possible circulation amongst 
the Party membership and is therefore publishing it as a pamphlet." The present 
writer could detect no variation from the original. Tsirul based his observations on 
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“factory cells” in the United States from 166 in 1927 to 111 in 
1928. There had been in the latter year only 465 “street cells.” 
Was there any guarantee, he asked, that these cells did not exist 
only on paper? Then there was too much “routine, officiousness, 
bureaucracy,” and he wondered what had happened to the vaunted 
American efficiency. Cell meeting minutes showed that they were 
of a dry and bureaucratic character and contained too few political 
discussions of burning questions of the day. 

This critic, writing in the official organ of the Executive Com¬ 
mittee of the Communist International, charged further that “the 
leadership of the cells is strictly centralized and cut off from actual 
life ” No wonder members quit after a few of these tedious and 
uninteresting meetings, he said. He called the membership turnover 
“appalling.” Although ten thousand new members joined every 
year, the total membership still did not rise above ten thousand! 
There were too many “dry, formal reports . . . subscription lists to 
collect contributions, and newspapers to be distributed. . . .” New 
members joined in spite of the American Communist leadership— 
not because of it. Living in a fetishism of resolutions, drawing them 
up but not following them, Tsirul concluded that their words of 
self-criticism, at least, were “said very well.” 0 

Without going to similar length, very brief reference may be 
made to the dispute over “militancy” which would shake the Social¬ 
ist Party at the time of its Detroit Convention in 1934. Bitter words 
then passed between the “old guard” and the “militants and 
there was ample evidence that the cleavage of the 1920s on racial 
and linguistic lines continued. It has already been o serve t 
the Socialists of America were divided in 1928 between the college 
men and those priding themselves on being “workers.” There was 
resentment toward Socialists who crossed over to write for liberal 
publications. James Oneal and Paul Blanshard considered such 
activity inconsistent with their “kind” of Socialism^ Efforts to create 
a so-called respectable liberal front in and for the party irritated 


personal inspections of American conditions. His identity 

the present writer- but the card for the pamphlet in the JelTerson 

New P S i7the•authority for change of the author’s name in my text from S. to 

“J.” Tsirul. since the card specifically says he is the real autho . 

• Ibid. 
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some who remembered Debs as an agitator, not an author. Thus 
James Oneal, editor of the New Leader in 1928, wrote in retro¬ 
spect: 

The Socialist movement is primarily a movement of working 
people, a class that needs no neglected geniuses of the academic 
and professional world to lead it; a class that must select and 
educate its leaders from its own ranks; a class self-directed and 
disciplined, relying on its own powers and ability to pilot its 
course to its emancipation from servitude and class rule. 

In the old days, he said, the Socialist Party had been rooted in “the 
proletarian life of the country.” 7 

There are still other reasons, of course, why both the Communist 
and Socialist parties failed in their efforts in 1928. Socialist Mayor 
J. Henry Stump of Reading, Pennsylvania, told a group of party 
members in Philadelphia to “Americanize” the party and “quit 
fighting labor, organized and unorganized.” They should cease 
thinking in European terms. Socialists in Reading behaved decently 
and took the part of labor, he observed, saying that less theory and 
more practical effort would be a great help. 8 

The fact that the vocal “internationalism” of both Socialists and 
Communists which paid at least lip service to world-wide class 
unity went counter to the patriotic and (at the time) self-sufficient 
leanings of average Americans may have been an important ob¬ 
stacle to their expansion. A catastrophic weakness was the Com¬ 
munist antagonism toward religion. Observers at the Fish Com¬ 
mittee hearings of 1930, or readers of the hearings, whatever their 
personal beliefs, certainly experienced justifiable irritation at the 
handbills and songs of a group which termed Old Testament figures 
cowards, drunkards, and murderers. Over-all, the Communists 
vastly misunderstood, as have many non-Communists then and 
since, the power of ideals in American history. 


7 James Oneal, Some Pages of Party History (New York, pub. by author, 1934?), 
p. 27 et passim. See also Louis Waldman, Labor Lawyer (New York, 1944). 

* New York Times, March 26, 1928. 
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VI 

Greatest of the obstacles facing the Communist, Socialist, and 
other minor parties in the United States, probably, were the na¬ 
tion’s democratic institutions. These, and especially the fluidity of 
major parties in the long run, have made orderly changes possible. 
Selig Perlman, the great labor economist, expressed the point 
with his usual vigor when he wrote, “In my view, the American 
party, especially the Democratic Party, is a remarkable shock 
absorber and shock deadener, and we are lucky not to have ‘class 

parties.’ ” 9 

Government under law in America has been closer to the judicial 
ideals than the words of radicals would lead one to believe. The 
day-to-day administration of government on national, state, and 
local levels in the United States has not been typified on the whole 
by the extreme examples lovingly selected and then dwelt upon 
year after year by such organs as the Daily Worker, The Com¬ 
munist, and similar monolithic periodicals. 

The working people of Seattle were told in 1928 by Vice Presi¬ 
dential candidate Benjamin Gitlow that Communists in the United 
States do not hope to carry their policies through the ballot box, 
but that this campaigning would “afford the opportunity to mete 
workers to an uprising against the capitalists, to have them rise and 
seize the tools of production.” •" What was supposed to be the re¬ 
action of the sons of pioneer stock in the Far West to such talk as 
this? William E. Borah came close to putting an important essen¬ 
tial in a few words when he said at the time, “The American people 
divide into parties, but whether Democrats or Republicans, they 
are first and above all devoted to our Government.” " 

Because conditions have been less than perfect for many in the 
nation, it has been important that democratic institutions have not 
denied reformers the chance to agitate for change. It is not too 
much to say that the men and women who have sought to remove 
or modify capitalism’s bad features while retaining its basic charac- 


* Letter of December 28, 1949. to the present writer. 

10 New York Times. September 30. 1928. 

11 Ibid.. April 29. 1928. 
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teristics have, in the course of winning innumerable victories, kept 
down agitation for total change in the “system.” The Populists and 
various types of progressives and liberals, in their turn, have stood 
squarely athwart the path toward violent upheaval. Conservatives, 
by finally concurring on the desirability of many reforms, and then 
helping through administration to make them work, have kept im¬ 
patient reformers from achieving permanent power. 


VII 

There are other broad implications that arise from a close con¬ 
sideration of the minor party alternatives of 1928. The instrumen¬ 
tality through which the voice of the people has gradually come to 
reflect itself in governmental action in the United States is the two- 
party system. The two major parties have had in them substantial 
parts of the population from every section of the nation and from 
every economic level of society, despite the usually one-sided 
nature of party allegiance in the Deep South. Except in 1860, the 
parties have not been completely polarized by sections. With the 
vast increase in the feminine vote by 1928, they were not limited 
to particular strata of society, except for artificial limitations on 
the franchise of Negroes in certain states. And it was ordinarily 
possible in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for groups in the 
population possessing a temporary common interest to form a new 
party, challenging the supremacy of the other two. 

A1 Smith put it this way: “Political parties are the vehicles for 
carrying out the popular will. We place responsibility upon the 
party.” 12 After the election he said when contemplating the status 
of his defeated Democratic Party, “The existence of such a party 
is necessary under our system of government. The people rule 
negatively as well as affirmatively, and a vigorous and intelligent 
minority is a necessary check upon the tyranny of the majority.” 
The minority party had a duty to formulate a program and to 
defend it. An educational body, it would inform the electorate. As 
for one’s attitude in defeat, “No matter with what party we aligned 

12 New York Times , August 23, 1928. 
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ourselves on election day, our concern should be for the future 
welfare, happiness, content and prosperity of the American peo¬ 
ple.” 13 Here was the credo of Alfred E. Smith, self-styled “plain, 
ordinary man who had received during his lifetime, to the fullest 
possible extent, the benefit of the free institutions of his country. 14 

One admits readily that rapid change has not been the rule 
under the two-party system. Yet orderly progress has been the 
rule rather than the exception, even if to those close to the event 
improvement has sometimes seemed to come by fits and starts. 
This progress— not “capitalist laws"—has kept down extreme radi¬ 
calism. The responsiveness of democratic processes in America 
must be counted a great barrier to those who urge changing the 
rules of the game. This responsiveness is something which must 
be preserved, even though its preservation has often posed prob¬ 
lems for legislators. The political methods of both the Socialist 
Party (“we need a labor party”) and the Communist Party (“pro¬ 
letarians unite”) might well operate to reduce or totally eliminate 
the opportunity to undo mistakes and bring innovations without 
general upheaval. This point warrants further attention. 

The Communists, once in power, would not permit the mainte¬ 
nance of the opposition party machinery which would make pos¬ 
sible modification or elimination of the new “system.” In Soviet 
Russia in that day, Trotskyites found persecution and exile their 
assigned lot, even though they had helped make the Revolution. 
The result of the Communist idea of “party" in Soviet Russia after 
the passage of decades was rule by a tiny minority of a party mi¬ 
nority—all in the name of the majority. This is not democracy as 
the word is used in the United States. 

The Socialist Party political program then and since has been 
termed “democratic socialism” by its advocates. Socialist spokes¬ 
men talked the language of democracy, and many of the reforms 
advocated by them in 1928 (and at the same time by non- 
Socialists)havc been adopted by the representatives of the majority 
of the American people through the years. In this sense they per¬ 
formed, though out of office, a visible educational function. But 


u Ibid., November 14, 1928. 

“Alfred E. Smith. Up 10 Now (New York. 19-9). P 


424 . 
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the relation of the Socialist political and economic program to the 
two-party system needs brief consideration. 

Polarization of the parties by economic or social classes would 
never lead in practice, to greater political democracy in America. 
The Socialist-urged mass party would include, by definition at least, 
the “workers,” the “working” farmers, and “workers of the mind.” 
Against it would be aligned, one must assume, all those not in¬ 
cluded in these large groups. The Socialist presumption seems to 
be that their "mass party” would overwhelm all political opposition 
at the polls in every election. Having defined a majority for them¬ 
selves (an easier thing to do than to assemble one), they have 
presumed that its hitherto conflicting elements would stick together 
to form a permanent majority. General elections would become 
merely a formality, with the real contests taking place in the pri¬ 
maries of the new party. The result would be one-party govern¬ 
ment. 

Could such a party, composed supposedly of “economic men,” 
hang together indefinitely? Would the group vote as a group, or 
would labor vote as labor, farmers as farmers, and the so-called 
progressive faction preserve its particular characteristics into the 
old age of its members? The one thing that could force the various 
elements to hang together would be the absolute determination to 
get and retain governmental power to prevent the return to a pri¬ 
vate ownership system. The belief would grow that the “other 
party” would have to be kept from office at all costs. The results 
would be a “we” and “they” psychology in the land and the opposi¬ 
tion party would in time bear the appearance of—not fellow 
countrymen—but “the enemy.” An election defeat would seem 

(and might be) a total defeat. u ’ 

% 

Eventually the day might come when a great emotional issue 
would divide the entirely different polarized parties—parties with 
“real” differences. It would not be the extension of slavery into the 
territories or the preservation of the union—the ante-bellum issues 
—but some issue unlike those but similar in impact—perhaps 

Could il then be said of America, “No decision is final; no verdict not subject 
to revision; no guide to doctrine fixed and eternal except in the continuous func¬ 
tioning of the human mind"? F.dgar Eugene Robinson, “Leadership in America,” 
Stanford Review. April, 1962, p. 41. 
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denationalization of partially Socialized industry. To class parties, 
compromise might seem utterly impossible. The result of election 
day, therefore, could turn out to be civil conflict between those who 
had won all and those who had lost all. Who then would say with 
the Dan Tobin of 1928, “As good Americans it is our duty to 
give our full support to the newly elected President, Herbert 
Hoover,” 10 or words to that effect? Is the inability to lose grace¬ 
fully the inevitable end of party realignments intended in the first 
instance only to bring “democratic socialism” or increased “party 
responsibility”? Such is the view offered here. Said Senator George 
Norris in 1928, when an election is over “every lover of human 
liberty, every defender of justice, and every believer in our form 
of Government must accept the result as final and conclusive. 


XII 


The trade union leaders of the United States chose in 1928 the 
road of political pressure on the major parties rather than third- 
party action by themselves, in alliance with farmers or progres¬ 
sives,” or with the Socialists or Communists. They also rejected the 

Communist appeal. 

The idea of ignoring political matters altogether was not con¬ 
sidered within the realm of possibilities, for the nonpartisan pro¬ 
gram of the unions was a heritage of the past. Labor as pressure 
goup was a recognition of the variegated party and personal inter¬ 
ests of the individual members of the trade unions. Labor leaders 
recognized that they represented a group whose political unity was 
doubtful, and they were quite aware that they were themselves 
partially divided on at least the Presidential race. They felt that 
the political policy they chose was well suited to the facts of the 
case. Thus they rejected political alternatives whose immediate 
practicality was felt to be dubious and whose eventual conse¬ 
quences on their movement and themselves they could not predict 

and might not be able to control. 


'•Teamsters Magazine. December. 1928. 10-12. 
17 George Norris. "The Meaning of the Recent 
XX (December, 1928), 185. 


Election.” La Fallen's Magazine. 
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These labor leaders recognized that if the path they chose should 
not be completely effective in 1928, there would be, under the 
American electoral system, other elections and further opportuni¬ 
ties. They would have done nothing to close the'door on the means 
of orderly change in the nation. 

In this acceptance of the American party system they followed 
the farewell advice of Samuel Gompers. He first urged union men 
to keep the faith and not to forget their trade union obligations. 
To this he added that they were to remember that “a union man 
carrying a card is not a good citizen unless he upholds the institu¬ 
tions of our country. . . 

The union leaders of 1928 did not feel called on to apologize 
for their occasional efforts to further through modest amounts of 
political activity the economic interests of their movement. In later 
years, some union leaders would bring on themselves the wrath 
of rival groups in the population because of overly enthusiastic use 
of union office virtually to force (or brainwash) political unity 
among the dues-paying rank and file. William Green in 1928 recog¬ 
nized fully the restraints on his power in the political arena. To the 
Secretary of the Jamestown, New York, Central Labor Council he 
wrote that any effort to sway one way or the other the prospective 
appointment of a state jurist would be out of keeping with his 
office. “I do not believe that the President of the American Feder¬ 
ation of Labor should enter into a political scramble in any state 
unless requested to do so by the State Federation of Labor.” 18 
But the A. F. of L. president did not feel apologetic about his 
role as leader of one of many pressure groups in the nation. He 
probably would have applauded the dictum of a later student of 
labor in politics who wrote 

. . . pressure groups are not just unfortunate incrustations on 
the party process. They are the live steam that sets the party 
mechanism in motion. Americans should not be surprised to find 
a maze of cross-pressures inside their parties. America is a land 
of conflicting interests. The party is a legitimate battle-field, 
where such conflicts can be expressed, tested, and settled with 
a modicum of physical violence. 19 

“ William Green to Harry A. Hartman, December 13, 1928, A. F. of L. Papers. 

Fay Calkins, The CIO and the Democratic Party (Chicago, 1952), pp. 154-155. 
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The labor leaders who, as citizens, announced themselves Demo- 
cats or Republicans and said they supported Smith or Hoover, 
were on equally firm ground, even when they urged their rank and 
file and friends of the union movement to concur in their judgment. 
It was the Republican candidate of 1928 who declared as well as 
it has ever been expressed the right of free Americans, as indi¬ 
viduals, to engage in political partisanship. Said Herbert Hoover 
to a Maryland delegation on September 22, 1928, 

Membership in a political organization is no disgrace. Funda¬ 
mentally, we can only conduct this government with a definite 
party organization. It is the only way through which the people 
can express their will upon issues and men. It goes to the very 
roots of organization of our form of government and of de¬ 
mocracy itself, for without organization the will of the majority 
upon public issues could not find expression, so those who take 
part in party organization are engaged in a public service, 
whether they belong to our party or to the opposition .- 0 

To these words might well be added the judgment of two other 
Americans of differing viewpoints. Norman Thomas, repeatedly 
defeated for President, nevertheless adjudged in retrospect, 1 ve 
always believed, especially in America, in the two-party system. . . . 
I believe that the philosophy on which men divide permits two 
parties with variations in both —neither of them being monolithic 
but an honest division which permits either side to draw up a 
platform and in its major items to hold its officials to it. 21 And 
twice-defeated Presidential candidate Thomas E. Dewey concluded 
about the same time, 

For more than a century and a half the two-party system has 
served our country well. Thus far we have survived every kind 
of crisis. We are still the strongest nation on earth. We have pre¬ 
served our liberties. As against the single party or the multi-party 
system, I think it is clear that our two-party tradition, despite 
occasional failures, has been the most effective instrument of 
government yet devised and should be vigorously supported.-- 


" New York Times , September 23, 1928. „ u 

21 Thomas to Oral History Project, July, 1950, pp 176-177. By 
felt that he would want “very little to do with a party that is just a pi 


this time he also 
aything for labor 


,CJ “ Thomas 1 1! Dewey. "The Two-Party System of Government," Vital Speeches, 
XXI (June 1, 1950), 491. 
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As for the significance of third parties, there is the educated 
opinion of Professor Cortez A. M. Ewing: “An honest evaluation of 
minor parties should not be that they are intruders in sacred pre¬ 
cincts, but that they are the only democratic means by which the 
American people can retain the system of two great major parties 
and at the same time reach for solutions of emergent political prob¬ 
lems.” 2a 

Having expressed distaste for the core of the Socialist solution 
in 1928 and dismay over the challenge in the Communist solution, 
one may yet observe that both of these groups contained leaders 
who dreamed dreams of perfectionism and thought they could see 
just over the horizon a better land and a better world. The editorial 
"May Day Thoughts," in the Milwaukee Leader of Socialist Victor 
Berger looked forward to the day “that poverty will be abolished, 
that employment will be guaranteed, that hours of labor will be 
shortened and incomes raised, that war will be abolished, that kind¬ 
ness will take the place of hatred, and brotherhood will be substi¬ 
tuted for strife." 24 To these words, on which all readers could 
unite, the Socialist paper added that working for Socialism was the 
one way to bring these things to pass. In “The Message of May 
Day" on the same page, James Oncal wrote that the Socialists stood 
for “working-class interests"; described the “age-old struggle of 
the working class said workers should organize their voting power 
"for their own claims, interest and program”; and said it was, in 
1928, the working class versus "the exploiters." 3n The Socialist 
Party was a threat to private ownership of property, to the continu¬ 
ing existence of a balanced two-party system, and to the continua¬ 
tion of a society more interested in opportunity than class con¬ 
sciousness. It did not, on fundamentals, deserve the support of the 
American electorate. No amount of admiration which some may 
want to give to individuals, reformist program, or occasional ideal- 


Cortez A. M. Ewing. Presidential Elections (Norman, Okla., 1940), p. 130. See 
also William B. Hesseltine. The Rise and Fall of Third Parties (Washington, D.C., 
1948) for interesting points of view. 

24 Milwaukee Leader, May I, 1928. 

13 Ibid. 
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ism of individual expression should wave aside these plain and 
altogether vital facts. 

In final summary on the nature of the American party system 
in 1928, it may be said that the Republican and Democratic Parties 
stood for moderation; the Socialist Party was inescapably represen¬ 
tative of division; and the Communists were plainly symbolic of 
disruption. 

As for the union leaders of 1928, they did not call for the de¬ 
struction of parties or of governmental units—executive offices, 
legislatures or courts. They accepted the full force of the laws but, 
as was their right, they urged the modification of particular ones. 
Union members went to the polls as citizens; they chose sides, when 
holding union office, in the effort to accomplish designated ends on 
behalf of the labor movement. Partisanship could thus be found 
in many places. In New York, the "Organized Labor Committee 
for the Election of Smith, Roosevelt, and Copeland" contained in 
1928 the names of the State Federation, the New York Central 
Trades and Labor Council, the State Building Trades Council, the 
State Printing Trades Council, and the names of seventy-three 
labor leaders—among them (obscurely at the time) that of one 
George Meany.-* Thus did labor leaders choose to support candi¬ 
dates, take sides on issues, and gain a hearing. They respected the 
two-party system as an instrument through which they, in company 
with other citizens, could influence government to refrain from 
harmful action and take steps which would be helpful to the trade 

union movement. 


XIV 

Nearly all Americans who had participated in the election as 
candidates, as workers for parties, or as voters, agreed that the 
counting of the votes and announcement of results ended the 
spirited contest of 1928. This had long been an entirely safe as¬ 
sumption. And so it was in this instance; but in one important 
sense the episode was not quite at an end. As the winning candi- 

» From the letterhead of the group. Copy in Box 13, FDR Campaign Correspond- 
cncc. Roosevelt Papers. 
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date, and then after taking the Oath of Office, Herbert Hoover 
left no doubt that the transition in power would be routine and 
orderly, and that basic institutions would remain intact. In his 
Inaugural Address on March 4, 1929, he did not fail to state that 
among his important mandates was “the maintenance of the in¬ 
tegrity of the Constitution.” And under the heading Party Respon¬ 
sibilities in his first address as President of the United States, Mr. 
Hoover stated fundamentals: 

In our form of democracy the expression of the popular will 
can be effected only through the instrumentality of political 
parties. We maintain party government not to promote intolerant 
partisanship but because opportunity must be given for expression 
of the popular will, and organization provided for the execution 
of its mandates and for accountability of government to the peo¬ 
ple. It follows that the Government both in the executive and 
the legislative branches must carry out in good faith the plat¬ 
forms upon which the party was intrusted with power. But the 
government is that of the whole people; the party is the instru¬ 
ment through which policies are determined and men chosen to 
bring them into being. The animosities of election should have 
no place in our Government, for government must concern itself 
alone with the common weal. 27 

The election, a political contest—not a battle, struggle, or ideologi¬ 
cal war—was thus declared at an end. 

The detailed story of labor politics in a democratic republic, of 
unions, parties, and leaders in the Presidential Election of 1928, 
can now be brought to a close. Much of the political spectrum of 
the time has been on display. Although that contest of men, ideas, 
and emotions lies decades in the past, it may offer lessons for 
citizens of many lands in the deeply troubled present. The most 
important heritage of the American people is, above all, the story of 
free men and women engaging in one of the central experiences of 
mankind: the inexact but vital science of peaceful self-government. 



Inaugural Address. March 4, 1929, in The Slate Papers and Other Public Writ¬ 
ings of Herbert Hoover (New York. 1934), 1, pp. 10-11. 
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Berry. George L.. 76. 124. 162. 
238-39 

Better Homes Movement, 5 
Bill of Grievances. A. F. of L.. 

1906. 31 

Bittleman, Alexander. 104 

Blacksmiths, 239n 

Blanshard, Paul. 202, 311 

Boilermakers, 239n 

Boot and Shoe Workers. 157 

Bookbinders. 239n, 246 

Borah. William E.. on parties. 313 

Bowen. William J., 211 

Bowers. Claude G., 124, 181 

Brady, Peter J.. 210 

Brick and Clay Workers. 239n 

Bricklayers, 10. 211, 239n. 246 

Bridge and Structural Iron 
Workers, 239n 

Bridgeport, 194, 299 

British Labour Party, 195, 
a model. 289 


Brotherhoods; See: Railroad 
Brotherhoods 

Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters, 24, 90 
Bronx, vote in, 221, 222 
Brookwood Labor College,'225 
Bryan, William Jennings, 30, 132 
Building Service Employees, 246 
Building Trades Council, Chicago, 
246 

Building Trades Dept., 239n 
California, 96. 272 
California Federation, 52, 241 
“Campaign Programme,” 1906, 30 
Candidates; See: Hoover. Smith, 
Thomas. Foster 
Cannon. James P., 103 
Carpenter, 249 
Carpenters, 157 
C. C. F. Party of Canada, 289 
Central Trades and Labor Council, 
N. Y. C.. 246 
Christian Century, 87 
Christman. Elisabeth, 128. 164 
Claessens, August. 97 
Clark. Charles E., 68 
Clayton Act, 35, 44 
Coleman, McAlister. 189 
Colorado. 96, 272 
Colorado Federation. 124. 241 
Comintern. 102, 210. 212-13, 227, ' 
orders to American section, 101 
Committee on Labor and Labor 
Organizations, 290 
Committee on Reconstruction, 

A. F. of L., 41 

Communist International; 

See: Comintern 

Communist Party: 

A. F. of L. vs., 208-12 
acceptance speech of 
Foster, 105-7 

American section subservience, 

212ff. 

attitude toward Hoover and 
Smith, 101 

biography of Foster, 107-8 
campaigning, 216-18 
claims of gains, 220-21 
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Comintern domination, 212ff. 
committee chairmen, 103-4 
comprehensive plans, 217 
convention banners, 103 
criticized by Thomas, 88 
delegates to convention, 103 
“demands,” 113 
differences with Socialists. 

111-12 

evaluation of 1928 effort, 227 
foe of U. S. party system. 315 
Foster’s speech, 220 
ignored, 305 

interpretation of the vote. 

221-23 

in various states, 215ff. 

Madison Square Garden 
rally, 220 

not a “political party" in 
U. S. sense, 228 
on the ballot, 215-16 
on labor party, 114 
on prohibition, 114 
on Soviet Union, 101-2 
on Thomas, 111 
platform, 109-11 
political methods. 315 
post-election comment, 225-27 
poster, 219 

purposes explained, 104ff. 
purposes in participating, 100 
reasons for poor showing. 308ff. 
slogans, 115 

summary on attitudes. 305ff. 
and trade unions, 108 
and union leaders, 247 
vote by states, 272 
vs. trade unions, 207-8 
Wm. Green on, 211 
Young Pioneers, 218 
Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union, report of, advertised, 115 
Connecticut, 97, 223, 272 
Connecticut Federation, 240, 243 
Conductors, 48, 250 
Conference for Progressive Political 
Action, 44, 194; collapse. 51 

Congress. A. F. of L. on, 284 


Constitution of the U. S., 
as issue, 93 

Conventions: See: various party 
names 

Coolidge. Calvin, 157 
Copeland, Royal S., 274. 276 
Costello, E. J., 267 
Cox, James J., 41-42 
Curtis. Charles. 124, 145, 149 
Daily Worker. 223 
Danberry Hatters case, 30 
Davis, James J.. 7-8. 44, 74. 117, 
154, 237 

Davis, Jerome, 202 
Davis, John W., 46 
Dawes, Charles G., 69, 117, 250 
Debs, Eugene V.. 32. 39, 79. 86. 91. 
I 12, 266 

Debs. Theodore. I 12 
Debs vote, 1920. 222 
Debs Memorial Radio Station. 

WEVD. 80 
Delaware, 272 
Delaware Federation, 241 

Democratic Party: 

A. F. of L. on platform, 130 
appeal to labor. 168-89 
concept of “labor vote," 169 
contrasted with Communists. 
104 

convention. 123ff. 
effect of election on. 304 
extent of support by unions and 
their officials, 229-59 
labor committee, 238, 247 
National Advisory Board. 238 
organization after election day. 
286 

platform, 1261J. 

Smith appeal. 302-3 
Smith's pre-convention 
activity, 75ff. 

unusual problems, 1928. 181 
vote, by states, 272 
why it lost, 274ff. 

See also: Smith 

Dewey. Thomas E.. on party. 319 
de Witt. S. A.. 202 
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Douglas, Paul H.. 203, 204, 204n. 
268, 287-88 

Du Bois, W. E. B., 202 
Dunne, Vincent R., 215 
Duplex Printing Co. Case, 44 
Eddy, Sherwood, 287 
Educators’ Committee for Thomas 
and Maurer, 202 
Election of 1928, 27 

A. F. of L. view of. 284 
end of, 32Iff. 
pre-convention period 
summarized, 77-78 
results, 270ff. 

Summary. Chapt. XIV 
See also: names of parties and 
presidential candidates 
Election of 1930, 297 
Election of 1932, 297 
"Election Drive Anti-Terror 
Emergency Fund," 225 
Electrical Workers, 239n 
Empire State Typographical 
Conference, 246 
Engdahl, J. Louis. 226 
Engineers, 250 
Ernst, Morris L.. 66, 287 
Esch-Cummins Act, 42 
Ewing. Cortez A. M„ 320 
Far East issue, 113 
Farmer Labor Party, 248 
Farmer-Labor Party, Minn., 243 
Farmer-Labor Union, 246 
Faulkner. Harold Underwood, 202 
Federation Bank & Trust Co., 21 
Field, Federick Vanderbilt, 203 
Fellowship of Reconciliation, 87 
Finnish Federation. 81 
Firemen. 250 

Fish Committee, 1930. 312 
Fish, Hamilton. 252 
Fitzpatrick. John. 246 
Fitzwater, W. W„ 246 
Ford. Henry. 7 

Foreign birth, 277ff. 

Foster. William Z.. 247, 271. 310 
acceptance speech. 100. 105fT. 
biography, 107ff. 
call for a labor party. 108fT. 


major speech, 220 
on his party’s vote, 223 
Flint Glass Workers, 239n 
Florida, 223, 272, Socialist Party in, 
96 

Frayne, Hugh, 55, 210 
Frankfurter. Felix, 67 
Frey. John P., 66, 284 
Fry, Charles W., 246 
Furuseth, Andrew, 66, 151 
Georgia, 96, 272 
Gerard, James W., 59, 187 
Gerber, G. August, 97 
Gerber, Julius, 96 
Gitlow, Benjamin, 209, 215, 

220, 313 

Glove Workers, 239n 

Gompers, Samuel, 30, 40, 51, 132. 

196, 263, 318; chapt. II, passim 
Gompers, Gertrude, Mrs., supports 
Hoover. 237 
Graf Zepplein, 267 
Graham, James D„ 95 
Great Britain, 4 

Green. William, 51. 80, 117. 210, 
212, 226, 284fT. 
approves Hoover views on 
immigration, 162 

calls A. F. of L. “respectable," 
225 

congratulates Hoover. 283 
congratulates F. D. R., 276 
on Communists, 291 
on endorsing Smith, 134fT. 
on five day week, 20 
on general strikes. 20 
on high-wage theory, 21 
on immigration, 232 
on injunction, 66, 130, 232 
on minimum govt., 27 
on nonpartisan policy, 116 
on political policies, 230ff„ 261 
on radio as benefit, 154 
on Smith and Hoover. 69 
on third party, 132 
restraint, 318 
sees Smith leaders, 124 
states objectives, 211 
states goals. 291 
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supports higher tariffs. 157 
visits Hoover. 13 1 
Hall. E. G., 243 
Harding, W. G.. 44 
Hatters. 239n 
Hayes. Max F., 56 
Hays. Arthur Garfield, 203 
Hearst, William Randolph. 73. 124 
Henry. Wm. H.. 96. 199 
Hicks. Granville. 202 
Hillman. Sidney. 208. 267 
Hillquit. Morris, 67. 79. 81-82. 95. 

191. 195. 201. 205. 269. 307 
Hitchman Coal Case. 44 
Hitler. Adolph. 3 
Hoan. Daniel W.. 85. 91. 189-90. 

193, 199 

I logan. Freda. 85 

Holt. Hamilton. 126 

Hoover. Herbert C.. 69, 123, 232. 

262. 271, el passim 

acceptance address. 143-44 
and A. F. of L.. 77 
appeal. 302 

as Secretary of Commerce. 149 
attacked by Berry. 161-62 
calls for ‘‘nobler America." 154 
calls program "progressive," 

154 

clarity of speeches. 165 
Communists on, 101 
conception of America, 149 
confers with Firemen president. 
255 

Green visits, I 3 I 
Hillquit on, 191 
Inaugural Address, 322 
judgment of Smith. 265 
labor “leaders” for. 237 
not officially opposed by 
A. L. of L.. 136 
and N. W. T. U. L.. 164 
N. Y. Times on, 148 
on A. F. of L. (1925). 146 
on collective bargaining. 146 
on equality of opportunity. 144 
on govt, and business, 144 
on identity of interest of 

employer and employee. 147 


on immigration. 161-62 
on injunction. 131, 294n 
on leadership. 147 
on party. 1 20 
on party membership. 319 
on progress. 264 
on “rugged individualism." 
264-65 

on trade unions, 144 
on transition of power, 322 
on two-party system. 264 
on union leaders ( 1908). 145 
on value of political 
parties. 322 

praised by Tobin. 70. 167. 
el passim 

pre-convention. 1928. 73 
predicts triumph over poverty. 
143 

rejects class patterns. 147-48 
some judgments by historians 
on. 139-40 
speeches. 143 

summary of 1928 appeal. 165 
use of radio. 165n 
views in retrospect. 140 
visited by Woll. 130 
Wilbur on. 149 
wrote own speeches. 140 
“Hoover and Labor." 146 
Hoover and Roosevelt, 120 
Hotel and Restaurant Employees. 
239n 

Houston convention. 1 23IT. 

Howe. Louis. 158. 187 
Howell-Barklcy Bill. 63 
Hughes. Charles Evans. 37. 149 
Hull. Cordell. 187 
Hu Shill. 2 

Hutcheson. William. 1 23. 157. 249 
Idaho. 96. 272 
Idaho Federation. 241 
I L. G. W. U.. 42. 65. 196. 247 
Illinois. 272. Socialist Party in. 96 
Illinois Federation. 60. 236. 241 
Indiana. 71. 250, 272. 96 
Indiana Federation. 242 

Injunction. 27. 44. 166. 30Iff. 

A. F. of L. action. 64-65, 67 
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After 1928, 293-95 
Democrats on, 127 
legal thinkers and, 67 
Republicans on, 130 
Shipstead bill, 65 
William Green on, 130 
The International, sung, 220 
International Socialist Republic, 107 
Iowa, 272 

Iowa Federation, 96. 241, 243 
Issues; See, in particular: injunction, 
prohibition, religion, tariff, pros¬ 
perity, immigration. Smith. 
Hoover, Thomas 
Italian Federation, 81 
I. W. W., 207 
The Jazz Singer. 4 
Jewish Daily Forward, 97 
Jewish Federation, 81 
Jewish unions, Chicago. 246 
Jewish vote, 170ff. 

Jefferson and Hamilton, 125 
Joint Legislative Committee ... for 
Modifying the National Prohibi¬ 
tion Act, 177 
Jolson, Al, 4 
Kansas, 272, 97 
Kansas Federation, 241 
Kansas City, 116fT. 

Karlin, Wm„ 194 
Keating, Edward, 244 
Kellogg Peace Pact, 4 
Kent, Frank, on Coolidge, 54 
Kentucky, 252, 272, 96 
Kentucky Federation, 242 
King, Cameron, 85 
Kirkpatrick. George H., 200 
Knights of Labor. 29 
Kruegar, Maynard C., 202 
Labor, 46. 250 
Labor vote, 279fL, 304 
Labor Bureau, Inc., 16 
Labor Clarion, 26 
Labor Day, 210, 231 
Labor party. 206, 247, 285 
Labor Party, N. Y. S., 288 
Labor politics, history of: 

A. F. of L. avoids party 
formation. 30 


aftermath of 1924, 49-53 
American Labor Party, 41 
Calvin Coolidge and, 53-54 
Clayton Act, 35 
C. P. P. A., 45ff. 
election of 1908, 33 
election of 1910, 34 
eleciton of 1912, 35, 37 
election of 1916, 37ff. 
election of 1920, 40-44 
election of 1924, 45ff. 
election of 1926, 54 
events of 1927, 56ff. 

Eugene V. Debs and, 32 
events of 1906, 30-31 
injunction and, 34, 64-67 
National Labor Union, 29 
rejection of Socialism, 30, 36 
Robert M. La Follette, 36 
Seaman's Act, 35 
Socialist Max S. Hayes, 36 
Theodore Roosevelt and, 32 
W. G. Harding and, 42, 44 
Wm. Howard Taft and, 33 
Woodrow Wilson and, 35ff. 
Labor Representation Committee, 
1912, 37; 1916, 134 
"Labor's Non-Partisan Political 
Policy,” 261 

“Labor’s Position in Peace or 
in War." 39 

Labour Party of Great Britain. 4, 
205 

La Follette, Fola, 202 
La Follette, Robert M., 36, 51-52 
La Follette. Robert M., Jr., 130, 

150, 253, 282 

La Guardia, Fiorello, 67, 235, 252, 
294 

Laidler, Harry W., 198 
Latin America, issue, 113, 213 
Laundry Workers, 239n 
Lauf vs. Skinner, 294 
Lawson, Frank, 244 

League for Independent Political 
Action, 287 

League for Industrial Democracy, 

87, 198, 239 

League of Nations issue, 93 
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Lehman, Herbert, 171 
Lewis, John L„ 123, 157, 162, 236, 
238, 249 

Liberal Party, N. Y. S., 288 
Lindbergh, Charles A., 11 
Lippman, Walter, 36 
Lithuanian Federation, 81 
Littlefield, Charles E., 30 
Locomotive Engineers. 50 
Locomotive Firemen and 

Enginemen, N. Y., 250; See also: 
Firemen 

Lodge, Henry Cabot, 30 
Longshoremen, 239n 
Los Angeles, 279 

Los Angeles Central Labor Council, 
54, 234 

Louisiana, 96, 272 

Lovestone, Jay, 104, 115, 220, 226 

Lovestonites, 104 

Lovett, Robert Morss, 202 

Lusk Committee, 41 

Machinist president, 246 

Maine, 272 

Manion, E. J., 64 

Marble Workers, 239n 

Marine Engineers, 239n 

Maryland, 272 

Maryland Federation, 240 

Masons and Plasterers, 239 

Massachusetts, 97, 253, 272 

Maurer, James H„ 85, 193, 201. 268 

May Day, 101 

McAdoo, Wm. C.. 42, 257 

McNab, John, 123 

Meany, George, supports Smith. 321 

Meat Cutters, 239n 

Mellon, Andrew, 149 

Metal Trades Dept., A. F. of L., 

157 

Metal Polishers, 239n 
Mexico issue, 114 
Michelson, Charles, 172 
Michigan, 272 
Michigan Federation, 241 
Milwaukee, 193-94, 248, 299 
Milwaukee Leader, 266 

Milk Wagon Drivers vs. 

Lake Valley Farm Products, 294 


Ministers Committee for Thomas, 
201 

Minor, Robert, 104-5, 215 
Minnesota, 65, 215, 272, 260n; 
summary, 243 

Minnesota Federation. 11, 19 
Mississippi, 96, 272 
Mississippi Federation. 243 
Missouri, 169, 272 
Montana. 245, 272 
Montana Federation. 238, 241 
Morgenthau, Henry. 171 
Moore, Richard B„ 215 
Mooney. Tom. 92. 203 
Morrison, Frank, 27. 61, 66, 1 17. 

134. 232, 234. 244 
Murray, Philip, 157 
Musicians, 239n 
Mussolini. Benito. 3 
Nation. 85 

National Ass’n. for the Advancement 
of Colored People, 169 
National Ass’n. of Letter Carriers. 
245 

National Ass’n. of Manufacturers. 

36. 39. 55. 66 

National Campaign Committee. 

Soc. Party, 96 

National Campaign Council. 

Soc. Party, 96 

National Civic Federation, 159 
National Civil Liberties Union. 87 
National Executive Committee. 

Soc. Party. 95; See: Socialist Party 
National Industrial Conf. Bd., 13. 27 
National Labor Union, 29 
National Non-Partisan Political 
Camp. Com., 47, 235 
National Women’s Trade Union 
League. 9. 17. 128, 164 
Nearing, Scott. 216 
Nebraska. 272 

Nebraska Federation. 240. 241 
Negro, as issue, 217. 169. 274 
Nelson. Oscar T., 236 
Nevada. 272 
New Bedford. 209 
New Hampshire, 272 
New Jersey. 97, 272 
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New Jersey Federation, 240 
New Leader, 85, 189, 192, 200-1, 
203, 266 

New Mexico, 253, 272 
New York Central Trades and 
Labor Council, 321 
New York City, 215 
New York City unions, 247 
New York Federation, 137, 187-88, 
240, 249, 262, 321 

New York State, 75ff„ 215, 251-52, 
272; labor issues in, 243; 

Socialist Party in, 97 
New York State Building Trades 
Council, 246, 321 
New York State Printing Trades 
Council, 321 
Neibuhr, Reinhold, 287 
Nicaragua issue, 92, 114 
Noonan, 134 

Non-partisan Political Campaign 
Committee, A. F. of L.. 116. 130 
North Carolina, 23, 272 
North Dakota, 272 
North Dakota Federation, 241 
New York Times editorials, 42, 64. 
123, 126, 130, 136, 148. 186, 

269. 281 

Norris, George W.. 282, 317 
Norris-La Guarida Anti-Injunction 
Act. 294 

O’Connell. James. 37, 117 
Ogburn and Talbot study. 277ff. 
Ohio, 71. 250, 272 
Ohio Federation, 241 
Oklahoma. 272 
Oliphant, Herman, 67 
Oneal. James, 95. 98, 270, 311-12. 
320 

Oregon, 96, 272 
Oregon Federation. 241 
‘ Organized Labor Committee for 
the Election of Smith, Roosevelt, 
and Copeland," 321 
Ottinger, 171 
Page, Kirby, 201 
Painters, 157 

Painter and Decorator, 249 
Paper Workers, 234 


Paper Makers, 234n 
Paper Makers Journal, 249 
Party regularity, 277ff. 

Party system, 314ff. 

Pennsylvania, 97, 272 
Pepper, G. W., 66 
Perlman, Selig, quoted, 313 
Phelan, James D., 275 
Philippines issue, 93 
Pittman, Key, 128. 276 
Plasterers, 239n 
Plumb Plan, 46, 256 
Plumbers, 239n, 246 
Political Secretariat (Comintern), 
congratulates U.S. section, 102 
Porter, Paul, 287 
Pound. Roscoe, 67 
Powderly, T. V.. 29 
Pravda, 214 

Presidential Election; See: Election 
Pressmen, 239 
Pressure groups, 318 
Pringle, Henry F., 58 
Printing Pressmen’s Union, 76 
Progressives. 282; in 1928, 150ff.; 

Communists on, 110 
Progressive Era (and Movement), 
37; Party, 1912. 34 
Prohibition, 82, 114, 177, 240. 242, 
255-56, 277ff., 303 
Proletarian Party. 112 
Prosperity, chapt. I, 275, 303 
Puerto Rico issue, 93 
Railroad Brotherhoods, 42. 63, 71, 
124, 250ff. 

Railway Labor Act, 250, 255 
Railway Labor Executives Ass'n., 

64, 251, 254, 257 

Railway Subordinate Officials Ass’n., 
239n 

Rand School, N. Y. C., 200 
Raskob, John J., 76, 186, 192 
Recent Gains in American 
Civilization, 2 
Reading. Pa., 193, 299, 312 

Red Army of the Soviet Union, 
usefulness of, 102 

“Red Election Sundays," 217 
Red Guards, 220 
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“Red Special,” 215 

Red trade-union movement, 105 

Religion, 242, 245, 247, 277ff.; 

See also: Smith 

Republic, word used by A. F. of L., 
131 

Republican National Committee, 
booklet, 145 
Republican Party: 

appeal to labor, 139-167 
before the convention, 73ff. 
contrasted with Communists. 

104 

convention, 116ff. 
extent of support by unions 
and officials, 229-59 
Hoover appeal. 302 
opposed by Gompers. 1908. 
32-34 

platform. 121 fF. 

Progressive faction, 150-54 
reasons for victory, 274ff. 
vote by states. 272 
See also: Hoover 

Republican Party Organization. 142 

Revolution, 102 

Rhode Island, 272 

Rhode Island Federation, 240 

Richberg, Donald, 67 

Rise of American Civilization. The. 2 

Ritchie, 117 

Roberts. W. C„ 163. 285 
Robertson, David B., 53, 64, 254-55 
Robinson, Joseph T., 124, 171, 180 

Roe. Gilbert E„ 203 

Roosevelt, Franklin D., 58. 124, 

245, 276, 287, 275 

advised to duck an issue, 187 
emergence, 125 
Jewish situation in 

gubernatorial campaign. 171 
nominates Smith, 125 
on Bowers speech, 125 
on free trade, 157 
on Hoover, 120 
on "La Follette crowd,” 152 
on prosperity, 11 
Roosevelt, Franklin D„ Mrs., 

128, 287 


Roosevelt and Hoover, 120 
Roosevelt. Theodore, 30 
Russell. Charles Edward. 43. 202 
Russia; See: Soviet Union 
Ryan. John A., 68 
Ryan. Joseph, 117, 134. 135 
Sacco and Vanzetti. 92 
Seamen's Union, 239n 
Senate, A. F. of L. on. 284 
Sharts. Joseph W.. 85, 96 
Sheet Metal Workers. 239n 
Sheppard. L. E., 48 
Sherman Anti-Trust Act. 30. 118 
Shipstead Bill. 65ff. 

Shipstead, H., 65, 282 
Shopmen’s Strike. 45 
Signalmen, 255 
Simons, A. M., 27 
Sinclair. Upton. 202 
Smith. Alfred E.. 49. 59. 69. 17Iff., 
241-42. 271. el passim 
and A. F. of L.. 77 
Acceptance Address, 172 
Annual Message. 1928. 75ff 
appeal. 302-3 
appeal to labor, I75ff. 

Berry supports. 168 
Catholic issue. 180 
Communists on. 101 
dedication, 176 
fear of. 180 
feeling of relief. 282 
for honesty. 173 
for “people." 173 
helped Gitlow, 2l6n 
Hoover's opinion of. 265 
"ifs.” 185 

injunction. 177. 186. 188 
image of "Al" Smith. 185 
labor support. 2571T. 
labor address. 185-86 
N. Thomas on. 190 
nature of appeal. 188 
nature of speeches. 183 
nominated by Roosevelt. 1-5 
not endorsed by A. F. of L.. 

126 

on appointments. 176 
on campaign of slander. 181 
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on Jeffersonian democracy, 76 
on parties, 314 
on prohibition, 178 
on “prosperity,” 188 
on unemployment, 173 
pre-convention, 1928, 73 
summary on labor 
endorsements, 242 
Support by city centrals, etc., 
245 

support by N. Y. State Fed., 
137 

thanks Roosevelt, 125 
travels, 182-83 
voice. 183-84 
vote, 272 

Smoot, Senator, 145 
Snow, W. R., 96, 199 
Socialist Action Committee of 
N. Y., 96 

Socialist Lecture Fund, 

Milwaukee, 98 

Socialist Labor Party, 112, 222 

Socialist Party, 2. 30, 222, 248 
266-67, et passim 
Address to Workers. 94 
acceptance speech of Thomas. 
86 

attacked by Communists, 

102. Ill 

appeal to progressives, 19817. 
choice of nominees. 84-85 
Congressman Berger, 83-4. 

(see Berger) 

contrasted with Communists, 
104 

convention attendance. 80 
convention of 1928, 80ff. 
core of program, 206 
Detroit Convention, mentioned, 
311 

educational function, 315 
educators and. 202-3 
evaluations, 269 
finances, 97-98 
idealism, 320-21 
internal disputation, 200 
keynote speech, 81 
life of Thomas, 86-89 


Milwaukee, 193 
ministers and, 201-2 
National Campaign 
Committee, 96 

National Executive Committee, 
95 

not deserving of support, 321 
“old guard” vs. “college 
crowd,” 200 
on A. F. of L., 95 
on Alfred E. Smith, 190-2 
on Communists, 204 
on formation of mass party, 

194 

on Hoover, 191 
on labor movement, 195-6 
on local issues, 192 
on reforms, 307 
on similarity of Democrats 
and Republicans, 194 
on union leaders, 196ff. 
party spirit. 189 
Paul Douglas’ position on, 
explained, 203-4 
(see Douglas) 
political methods. 315 
platform. 91-94 
problem in party hopes. 316 
prohibition issue, 82 
purposes, in 1928, 289ff. 

Reading, Pa., 194 
reasons for small vote, 308ff. 
resolutions, 90 
speakers, 192 

state by state situation, 96ff. 
summary on attitudes, 306 
and union leaders, 247 
vote by states, 272 
writers and artists and, 202 
Socialist Workers Party, 103 
South Carolina, 96, 272 
South Dakota, 272 

South Dakota Federation, 241 
Soviet Government of the United 
States, a Communist objective, 

106 

Soviet Union, 3. 107, 113, 214, 267 
exaulted by U. S. Communists, 
101 
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its “vote,” as part of U.S. 

elections, 221 
“party” there. 315 
recognition issue, 93 
Spargo, John, 197-98 
Stachel, Jack, 104 
Stanley, Louis, 197 
Stalin, Joseph, quoted on American 
“section,” 310 
Stereotypers, 239n 
Stewart, Fred, 48 
Stone, Warren S., 50 
Stump, J. Henry, 312 
Sullivan, Mark, on moral 
standards in 1920’s. 15 
Taft, Wm. H„ 175 
Tammany Hall. 192, 247 
Tariff issue, 155ff., 187 
Taxes, Communists on, 113 
Teamsters, 43. 69ff., 133ff.. 246. 

285 

Teigan Papers, 260n 
Tennessee, 272 

Tennessee Federation. 241, 243 
Texas, 272 

Texas Federation, 241 
Textile Workers, 157 

Theatrical Stage Employes. 239n 
Third International; See: Comintern 

Thomas, Norman, 2, 79, 247, 269, 
271, 281, el passim 
acceptance speech, 86 
attacks Smith speech, 186 
career sketched, 86ff. 
on Communists, 88, 111, 204 
Communists on, 101 
contacts, 198 
on Debs, 86 
described by Hoan, 190 
on disappearing freedoms, 87 
as possible "failure,” 290 
on huge State, 290 
on labor party, 82 
labor party a "tool," 288 
likened to noted figures, 85 
move hqtrs. to N. Y. C., 200 
nomination suggested, 85 
on major party candidates, 191 
on a new party. 195 


on pacificism, 111 
on parties, 194 
on prohibition 
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Trainmen. 250, 255 
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Trotskyite opposition. 103 
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United Hebrew Trades. 226 
United Mine Workers, 55. 65 
United Mine Workers Journal. 248 
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Urbanization, 277ff. 

U. S. S. R.; See: Soviet Union 
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Van Essen, Wm. D., 96 
Vermont, 272 
Vermont Federation, 241 
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Volstead Act; See: Prohibition 
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Walsh. David I„ 276, 287 
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Washington, 96, 272 
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West Virginia, 272 
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Whitney, A. F., 46 
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Wilson, Woodrow, 35, 134 
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272. 
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Wolfe, Bertram D., 103, 215 
Woll, Matthew. 61. 117, 123, 130. 
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Woodward, W. E., 202 
Work, Hubert, 160 
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See: Communist Party 
Workingmen’s Party, 29 
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World War. 4, 92 
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Maurer, 202 
Wyoming. 272 
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Young Communist League, 218 
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